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For Julie, my beautiful sister. 
Rest in peace, darling. 









Chapter One


London, 1910


Ellen looked back from the landau her father had dragged her to. Through her tears she could see her beloved friend Ruth standing on the pavement and could hear her desperate plea: ‘Write to me, Ellen! I live at number three, Little Collingwood . . .’


‘Ellen, turn yourself around now! I don’t want you to even look at that girl, and I forbid you to write to her. That life is behind you. I want us to make a new life. Today is your birthday treat. I cannot believe you are eleven already and I want you to enjoy our time together. We can only heal everything by forgetting it all and making a new beginning.’


As the horses trotted on, Ellen felt her father’s hand take hold of hers. It was a mystery to her why he didn’t want her associating with Ruth – lovely Ruth who’d been like a big sister to her and Amy, when they were all in the orphanage together.


Ellen pondered on that time, trying to understand why her father had taken her to the orphanage in the first place. Why couldn’t he have stuck up for her against the hatred of her stepmother, who’d never called her anything but ‘your father’s bastard’?


And why to such a place? Didn’t he love her? But then, he must do as he hadn’t callously walked away when he’d left her. She’d felt the wetness of his tears as he’d held her in a hug. Heard the sob in his voice when he’d told her, ‘It’s all so complicated and shouldn’t have come to this but Daddy will come and fetch you one day. Hold on to that, my dear Ellen . . . and I’m sorry, so very sorry.’ And he had kept that promise as soon as his wife had died, hadn’t he?


But as much as she tried to justify and reason it all out, painful memories and the reality of all that she’d been through shuddered through her. She tried to block them by listening to her father. She hadn’t taken in all he’d said, but now he was saying, ‘Promise me, Ellen . . . Look, I have something to tell you . . .’


With this, a new fear gripped her. Was he going to send her away again?


‘You look cold. You shivered just now . . . Driver, take us to Bond Street, please.’


Turning to her once more, he leaned in and said, ‘We’ll get you a lovely present there, dear, and we’ll buy you some new winter clothes, but all that will be after we have a nice warm drink.’ He held her tightly to him for a moment.


When the landau pulled up and her father lifted her down, Ellen’s fear gave her the sensation of being transported to another world, where she could feel nothing and didn’t want to.


The glittering shops, the hustle and bustle, and the noise of the traffic hardly impacted on her as her mind focused on what she would be told.


‘That’s the shop we need, dear.’


The imposing building of J. Moffat, Milliner’s and Costumier’s had a window displaying many hats on the left-hand side of the door and ladies’ fashions in the right-hand window.


‘They have a department for children. They’ll be able to kit you out. But come on, dear, let’s cross the road and go into that teashop. We’ll get you a hot drink to warm you up and then do our shopping. And, like I said, I need to talk to you.’


As they walked towards the teashop, Ellen thought her father’s voice a little too jolly. ‘Look, doesn’t it look nice? They make lovely pastries; we’ll have one with our drink.’


The teashop with draped net curtains, huge flower pots each side of the door and window boxes full of pansies did look pretty, but to Ellen it held a dread of what was in store for her.


Tentatively sipping the hot milk, she looked around at the ladies in big hats gossiping whilst drinking their tea out of delicate china cups. All calm and proper until a little boy suddenly began to cry loudly. The ladies turned and stared at his mother. She hurriedly stood and with her now screaming son in her arms, fumbled in her purse. On impulse, Ellen left her seat and went up to her. ‘Can I hold him for you, while you pay your bill?’


The lady gazed down; her eyes seemed to hold love. She put out her hand and Ellen felt it gently stroke her hair. But then, when she spoke, her voice shocked Ellen as it didn’t go with the way she was dressed: ‘Ta, luv, but he might be too much for yer.’


There was something about her that Ellen felt drawn to. She looked and talked like Ruth, only she was older than her.


‘Ellen! Sit down at once!’


Ellen ignored this snapped instruction from her father and touched the child’s hand. He stopped screaming and looked at her quizzically, then smiled a watery smile, making Ellen feel warm inside. Her father’s hissed whisper broke the moment. ‘I’m doing all I can!’


Ellen froze as the lady whispered back, ‘It ain’t enough, you promised. You got me into this bleedin’ mess. And for the second time, I might add! No self bleedin’ control!’


‘Shut up!’


The noisy women, who had started to chat again, hushed. Ellen waited. She felt caught up in something she didn’t understand, and yet knew was about her as much as the little boy. She looked at the lady, caught her eye, saw a look of love as she spoke. ‘I’m sorry, luv, sorry to the heart of me, but I can do nothing about anything. He’s to blame. Everything that happens to you is on his shoulders.’


‘Matilda, please!’


‘Tilda! Why can’t you call me Tilda like every bleeder else does, eh?’


Ellen felt a sudden pressure on her arm. ‘Go outside, Ellen, stand by the wall and don’t move. I’ll be out in a moment.’


Something about her father’s voice made her obey.


The door opened when she got to it. A gush of cold air seemed to cocoon her. A nanny carrying a small suitcase brushed past her and went inside.


Ellen stood leaning on the wall, wondering what was going on, feeling even more afraid, and yet the warm feeling the lady and the little boy had given her hadn’t left her. She somehow knew that in some way they were very special to her.


When the nanny came out carrying the little boy, and got into a cab, Ellen’s curiosity got the better of her. She stepped back towards the foyer but then stopped as voices came to her.


Her father and the lady were standing outside the closed cafe door. The lady was crying. ‘I can’t bleedin’ well go through this again, Albert, I can’t. Me ’eart breaks with each one. Why don’t you support me to take care of them meself, eh? Look what happened. That bleedin’ wife of yours put one of me kids into that orphanage – well, I’m glad she’s dead, good riddance to her . . . Though it didn’t take yer long to get another fat cow to keep yer ’ow yer like to be kept, did it?’


‘Shut up! . . . Look, Matilda, I can’t let you do that. You wouldn’t bring them up properly. My children should—’


‘You what? So, a bleedin’ orphanage where horrific stuff goes on is better than I could give me own kids with you giving me the money I need to care for them, is it? You’re a bastard! I ain’t never going with you again, never!’


‘Ha! It isn’t just me, is it? You’d already put one brat into that orphanage before I met you.’


The lady sobbed. ‘I didn’t, I left her with the priests. I thought they’d find her a home.’


‘Huh, you knew full well what would happen. You’re nothing but a filthy prostitute!’


The lady stepped out of the foyer; tears streamed down her face. She stopped, looked longingly down at Ellen, and whispered, ‘I luv you, don’t ever forget that,’ and ran off down the street.


Father appeared then. His hand shook as he took hold of hers, but his voice was calm. ‘You must forget all you saw and heard, Ellen, it does not concern you.’


In his other hand he was carrying the small suitcase.


Without another word, he took her to Moffat’s. There, he sat on a chair whilst a shop assistant kitted her out with a new thick coat with a fur lining and thick white stockings with elasticated tops. Long woollen skirts and fluffy knitted twinsets. The suitcase was open. She could see her night attire and clean underwear neatly folded in the bottom of it. Each item Daddy purchased, the assistant folded and put into the suitcase. Neither spoke much.


Once outside, a cab pulled up at the kerb. Hearing her father tell the driver, ‘Paddington station, please,’ brought Ellen’s dread rushing back into her – her heart sank.


She wanted to ask what was happening but was afraid of the answer.


The station was crowded with folk who pushed and shoved their way to where they needed to be. Smoke billowing from a stationary train smarted Ellen’s eyes and clogged her throat.


It felt to her as if she didn’t exist as no one seemed to see her but barged into her rather than step aside as she followed her father.


Feeling battered and bruised, she filled with relief when he picked up another suitcase from the left luggage office. They were going somewhere together! She caught hold of her father’s hand and looked up and smiled. ‘Where are we going, Daddy?’


He didn’t speak until they reached a platform where he indicated for her to sit down. Sitting beside her, he said, ‘I am taking you to your grandmother in Leeds, my dear. She is going to care for you. I will visit you from time to time. You’ll be very happy there.’


‘What grandmother? And I don’t want to go. I want to live with you, Daddy . . . Don’t you love me? You said you did! You said you would never leave me again.’


‘Things have changed . . .’


‘Has that lady changed it? Who was she? Why did that nanny take her little boy and make her cry? Why did you call her a prostitute?’


‘Be quiet! Look, I told you to forget all of that. That la . . . woman, is nothing to you and never will be. Your grandmother is my mother, she . . . well, she didn’t know about you until I wrote to her. She’s happy to have you and wishes that I had sent you to her in the first place. You see . . . well, you knew that Rosamond – my wife – couldn’t love you . . . Look, there’s things about grown-ups that you don’t understand . . .’


Suddenly Ellen knew what he was talking about. It all fitted with everything that had happened to her and she blurted out, ‘I do! I had that awful thing done to me that men do to women. So did me mates, Ruth and Amy, and Hettie. It makes you have babies when you’re big enough and . . . you did that, didn’t you, Daddy? You did that to that lady . . . Did it make her have me . . . and that little boy?’


Sobs wracked her body as a train pulled into the empty platform. Her arm was grabbed, and she felt herself being dragged along. Others on the platform gaped at the spectacle they were making and went to protest, but her father smiled at them and, as if nothing awful was happening to her, told them, ‘She doesn’t want to go to school, you know how wilful children of this age can be. She will be fine when she gets on the train . . . Now, come along, dear, you have to go and that’s that!’


One tug that was too strong for her and they were in a carriage. Ellen landed heavily on the bench seat. Her father slammed the door and sat down opposite her. Out of breath, he mopped his face, and then wiped his eyes, before bending his head and sobbing into his handkerchief.


Ellen softened. The hate she’d felt for him dissolved. She went to him; he took her in his arms.


‘I’m sorry . . . so sorry, Ellen. I tried; I really did. You would have ended up in that orphanage anyway . . . if I hadn’t begged for you to be given to me. Forgive me, I’m so sorry.’


Through Ellen’s own sobs, she asked what she had to know. ‘Is that lady my mum?’


She watched the different expressions on his face. It seemed an age until he answered, then he nodded his head. ‘I – I was weak . . . I – I can’t explain. But I love her, and yet, cannot love her. She . . . she is paid by men to . . . well, look, this talk is too much for you, my darling Ellen. One day when you are older, you will understand.’


Despite her young years, Ellen did understand. But she instinctively knew that she should not pursue this but accept it. All she said was, ‘One day I will find her and take care of her. Will you do that till I can, Daddy?’


‘It isn’t that simple. I have my standing in the community to think about.’


His standing, Ellen had come to realize, was because he was rich. She didn’t yet understand how. He wasn’t a lord or anything, but he did have a huge house, maids, a butler, a cook, all of whom lived upstairs in the attic, and she only saw on very few occasions. And she remembered that before she was banished to the orphanage, she had a nanny, and a tutor. How her father afforded all of this, she didn’t know. But how he had it all and yet had allowed her to be in that awful place was even more of a mystery – one that even the knowledge she now had didn’t solve for her. She only knew at this moment that she longed to be with the lady in the cafe, to tell her it would be all right and she’d make her daddy take care of her.


‘I don’t care about your standing, Daddy, she’s me mum.’


‘My mum! Or even better, my mother! How many times do I have to tell you? I know you spoke like a cockney in that home, but you’re not in there now. Haven’t you learned anything in the months you have been back with me and having elocution lessons?’


‘I’ll try harder, Daddy, but will you help me mum . . . my mum, please?’


He was quiet for a moment, then said, ‘Look, I’ll make a payment to her. Just the one, and that’s it. Not that I haven’t done so in the past, but she just squanders it away and comes back for more, which she bloody well must earn . . . I mean . . . Oh dear, I should not be having this conversation with you. I’m tired, I’m saying far more than I should. I’m going to rest now, and I suggest you do the same. We’ll talk later. I will put you in the picture as much as I can, my dear, I promise, but my head is throbbing now.’


Ellen sat back. Her feet stuck out in front of her like all children’s do, but she didn’t feel like a child. She knew more than children ought to know and had been through too much to be a child. And now, more bad things were happening. Her father was giving her away again.


As the train chugged along, Ellen’s thoughts gave her no peace as such a lot became clear to her. The little baby boy was her brother, she was sure of that. And Daddy had said the lady had had more children. Where were they?


It was all too much for her young mind to take. She stared out at the passing scenery as blackened walls turned to equally blackened houses as they left London, and then fields and cows, sheep and trees – so many trees – became her landscape. Feeling lost and more alone than she’d ever felt, the tears tumbled down her face as the man she loved so very much rested beside her, snoring as if he hadn’t a care in the world.


She thought of Ruth and wished with all her heart that she could be with her now, and Amy, who’d been shipped off to Canada with a lot of other orphans taken to a new life, and as her eyes closed, she thought again about her mum, of how beautiful she was, and how very like Ruth she was too.









Chapter Two


1912


The view from Ellen’s bedroom window was a beautiful kaleidoscope of colours as she stood gazing out at the rugged hills and fields that seemed to stretch into eternity. The golds, yellows and browns of autumn shone in the low sun.


A voice behind her made her jump.


‘My, that were a big sigh, Ellen, lass.’


Ellen turned and smiled at Dilly, her grandmother’s housekeeper, who carried the load of not only running this large ramshackle house set on the edge of Leeds on the road to Wakefield but taking on most of the tasks herself, from bedmaking to scrubbing floors, with only Cook and a once-a-week laundry maid to lighten her burden.


Though Ellen helped her as often as she would let her.


Older than Grandma, Dilly was a little woman with a round face and a mop of black curly hair that was peppered with grey. Ellen loved her – sometimes more than she did her grandma, who was a strait-laced woman stuck in her ways. But despite these traits Ellen somehow knew her grandma loved her, even though she never really showed it.


Her reaction to them meeting for the first time was to lift Ellen’s chin and say, ‘So, you’re my son’s bastard? One of many, I don’t doubt. Well, hold your head up high, girl. I was a bastard too, and it hasn’t hindered me, and so is your father, and it certainly hasn’t hindered him! Married well, I did, and you can too. Though you can fall again as I did, as now I have to rely on this son of mine who follows in his grandfather’s footsteps – whoever his grandfather was. You see, Ellen, I wasn’t as lucky as you. I didn’t find my family and bad things happened to me that resulted in your father being born. But though I may fall short, I’m yours, girl, and we look like we’re stuck with each other. Not that you’re not welcome, you are, but it’s up to you. Behave and don’t disrupt the peace I’ve found, and we’ll get along.’


And that was that and it had set the tone for life as it was to be.


Grandma’s revelations had shocked her but had made her love her with all her heart for she knew what ‘bad things’ were. But Grandma hadn’t ever shown her any affection. It had been Dilly, a spinster, who Ellen had learned had never married because her fiancé had been killed not long before their wedding day, who’d hugged her when she’d felt sad or was hurt in any way. And Dilly who cheered on the rare occasions Ellen heard from her father or soothed her when she suffered any ills. She had been the one to help her when her monthlies had begun. And who had taken her for walks, told her stories and kissed her goodnight.


Sighing again, Ellen said, ‘I was just thinking, it’s months since my father wrote and it’s my birthday soon.’


‘Aw, lass. Your thirteenth birthday and growing more beautiful by the day.’


Ellen just smiled at Dilly, not having anything to say to this.


‘So, why that face, lass, eh?’


‘I – I just feel . . . Oh, I don’t know. I want my father to love me enough to at least write now and again.’


‘It ain’t going to happen, Ellen. I don’t reckon as your da has any respect for us women.’ Dilly clucked her tongue. ‘I’d not even think about him! He ain’t worth it.’


Ellen didn’t imagine there could ever come a time when she would feel that her father wasn’t worth her loving him.


‘I tell you, Ellen, lass, you only have to look how he allowed you to be dumped in that orphanage you told me of. You, his own daughter!’


Ellen flinched but had no protest she could make as Dilly was speaking the truth.


‘If that ain’t proof enough, look how he treats his own ma. Naw one who can feel justified in taking ownership of his ma’s house and profiting from selling the land that was rightfully hers is worth a pinch of salt. Look at this place. It’s cold and damp. The boiler only works when it feels like it. The whole house is falling down around our ears, but will your da spend money on it to give his ma a few comforts in her old age? Naw! So, he ain’t gonna bother about you either, me little lass. You’ve to make your own way in life. And you can. You’ve passed all your school certificates. I would keep studying while he’s willing to keep paying your way as a salve to his conscience. Get yourself a good start.’


Ellen knew the truth of what Dilly said but didn’t want to acknowledge it.


‘Think on, lass. Your grandma hasn’t got that chance. God alone knaws what she’d do if I left. I’ve felt like doing so, many a time. I’m fair jiggered. But I keep going cos she needs me.’


Ellen couldn’t defend her father. He’d done nothing that proved Dilly wrong. Sometimes she hated him, and at others longed for him. He’d never visited since he’d left her here and though the few letters that he wrote were affectionate, always he urged her to do as Dilly had just said – study hard and equip herself for one day being faced with the outside world. No hint that he would be there for her to help her to face the future.


A fear of what this would mean made Ellen’s heart race. She turned away from Dilly hoping she wouldn’t detect this. She picked up the laundered clothes Dilly had placed on the end of her bed. Busying herself putting them away helped her to control her emotions. Thirteen? I feel more like thirty! Lonely, abandoned by my father who should love me, and unwanted by him.


Swallowing hard, Ellen turned towards the large oak wardrobe that dominated her room, glad to have the task of hanging her grey serge frock – one of three bought recently; the other two were navy and light blue. This last was for Sunday best. They had replaced the woollen skirts and twinsets she’d now grown out of.


‘Reet, lass, I’ve to get on and your tutor will be here soon. I’ve lit the fire in the schoolroom for you.’


Keeping her back to Dilly, Ellen kept her voice even as she said, ‘Thanks, Dilly,’ knowing that if Dilly got a hint of the emotion flooding through her at this moment, she would want to comfort her. If she did, the floodgates would open, then she’d never be able to stop crying.


As it was, as soon as the door closed on Dilly, Ellen flung herself down on her bed and wept. It seemed to her this lonely existence would never end, living her life as she did with two elderly women, and a cook who she rarely saw. Her time was spent mostly in the garden, the schoolroom or this, her bedroom – a large room with faded pink flowered wallpaper and huge dark oak furniture.


She longed to go out, other than to church and for walks around the garden. She longed for her father, and to find her mum and to be in the life of her little brother, who she felt sure now lived with their father. Would she ever be allowed to know him? And how her heart ached just to be able to see Ruth and Amy once more. They were still so special to her.


Ellen tried to remember the address Ruth had shouted out to her on that day that the landau had taken her away from her. Still she could see the desperate plea in Ruth’s eyes and hear her shout something like Collingwood, but had she heard right? And where was that street? London? How did you find one street in the vastness of London? That’s if she ever got back there. Maybe she would rot here – become old, like Dilly and Grandma, and never see the outside world again.


A bang on her door woke her. Shocked and disorientated, her nerves jangled as a sharp tone came to her. ‘Are you going to waste my time much longer! I’m only here for another hour! It’s hard enough teaching you, without you not turning up!’


Ellen turned and looked at the clock. She couldn’t remember falling asleep but had been for almost an hour! Her mouth felt dry, her eyes clogged and crusty. Rubbing them, she jumped off the bed. ‘Sorry, Miss Parkin. I’ll be there in a moment.’


Gathering herself, she rushed over to the closet – a curtained-off corner of her bedroom that hid a commode and a dresser with a marble top on which stood a bowl of water. Next to this was a shell-like dish with her soap, and then a box of talcum powder and a hairbrush. A towel hung on a rail on the side of the dresser, along with a dolly bag that contained the clean rags she needed every month.


Relieving herself, she swilled her face, pulled the brush through her dark hair which immediately sprang back into soft curls around her face, and surveyed herself in the mirror. She could do nothing about the red rims around her huge dark eyes that evidenced her having cried herself to sleep, but she pinched her pale cheeks to bring colour to them and forced a smile onto her face before bracing herself to face Miss Parkin’s wrath.


‘How dare you keep me waiting!’


Ellen’s heart fell at the sight of the cane Miss Parkin swished through the air.


‘You shall be punished! Bend over your desk!’


‘No! No, I – I’m sorry. I fell asleep . . . I—’


‘That’s no excuse. You know what time I am here every weekday to try to get a modicum of knowledge into your thick skull! And you dare to insult me by sleeping at the very time you should attend me! Bend over at once!’


Left with no choice, Ellen bent over the desk. Flashes of the spiteful matron of the orphanage came to her and Ruth’s screams permeating the thick stone walls as she was thrashed to within inches of her life!


Quivering, Ellen whimpered, ‘Please don’t. Pl-e-ease.’ The last word said on a sharp intake of breath as the stinging, cutting slash of the cane sliced across her buttocks. Before she could release the breath, another blow had her wailing out loud, ‘No-o-o! Stop, please!’


Her buttocks smarted with unbearable pain, tears mingled with her snot as she gripped the edge of the table, but on once more hearing the cane swish through the air and knowing she couldn’t bear it slicing her again, she moved, turned and flew at Miss Parkin, knocking her over and falling on top of her.


The room filled with hers and Miss Parkin’s screams as they tussled, rolling this way and that. Ellen was conscious of her nails digging into the woman’s cheeks and hearing a brash cockney voice that she knew came from her but she couldn’t stop. ‘Yer’ll not bleedin’ well hit me again, you bleedin’ bitch!’


‘Ellen, eeh, me lass, what’re you doing? Ellen, Ellen! Stop it! Get off her! Eeh, lass, lass.’


Dilly’s voice penetrated Ellen’s hysteria. She turned. She knew spittle was running from her slack mouth, knew she was still screaming and moaning, but could do nothing.


Caught off guard, a blow knocked her backwards. The light faded, Dilly’s protests went into a muffled garble, and the shadowy room spun around as a black curtain descended over Ellen and took her to a place of peace.


‘Ellen, Ellen!’


The shaking of her body gradually registered with Ellen. She had the feeling of wading through spiders’ webs to reach Dilly’s kindly voice so that she could be hugged and soothed, but every time she felt she was making headway something tugged her back – fear. If she left this peaceful place, people would hurt her again.


The shaking persisted, as did the calling of her name, which now sounded a desperate plea. ‘Please, Ellen, please wake, lass.’


Opening her eyes, she felt a tear plop onto her cheek. Dilly was crying. She hadn’t meant to make lovely Dilly cry. She went to raise her arm, but it felt like it was made of lead. She tried to smile, but something restricted her face from moving.


‘Eeh, me little lass, you’re going to be all right. I promise. Don’t be afraid. You’ve a bandage covering most of your face, but it will come off when the cut has mended.’


Ellen tried to say she couldn’t move her arms, but she couldn’t even mouth the words. The horror of this must have shown in her eyes.


‘You’ll be reet, lass. Try to lie still. You’re in a jacket that keeps you from flailing. You’ve hit out at everyone who approached you.’


Dilly’s hand stroked her hair, but the gesture didn’t help to quell the terror that had risen in Ellen. I’m in a straitjacket! No! I can’t be . . . Why?


Memories of this garment being used on a girl in the orphanage, who’d gone into an uncontrollable rage, and of her being carted off never to be seen again, flooded Ellen. She remembered the fear she’d felt that such a thing could ever happen to her.


She turned her head trying to see where she was. Then was relieved to see the walls of her schoolroom.


‘Take that bloody thing off my granddaughter!’


‘But, madam, she had to be restrained and should be transported to the asylum. None of you are safe! When I was called, your granddaughter’s screams were filling the house. By the time I got up here, Miss Parkin had managed to knock her out but told me that the young lady had been attacking everyone. That behaviour and the hysterics I heard are displayed by those who are mad and there is only one sensible course of action.’


Grandma looked from one to the other. Still wearing her outdoor cloak and bonnet, she leaned heavily on her stick. Lastly her eyes settled on Dilly. ‘And you sanctioned this?’


‘Naw, I didn’t! I was trying to calm Miss Ellen, madam, as she’d knocked Parkin to the ground and was beating her when suddenly Parkin reached for the doorstop and hit Miss Ellen and knocked her unconscious.’


‘And where did you come from, Doctor Ainsworth?’


‘I had been called to see Cook. I heard everything.’


‘Ha! A likely story. There’s nothing wrong with Cook as far as I know. I know your little game. You’ve got a wife and five children, man! You shouldn’t prey on vulnerable women!’


The doctor spluttered. Grandma ignored his protests.


‘Where did that monstrous thing come from? Take it off at once!’


‘I – I carry many items of apparatus around with me. I – I never know what I might need, and this was needed, I assure you. And by the look in your granddaughter’s eyes, it still is!’


Dilly’s distressed voice telling how she begged them not to strap Miss Ellen into the jacket was cut short as Grandma commanded, ‘Take it off, man, take it off right now! If you don’t unstrap my granddaughter and tend to her, I will write to the medical council, or whoever it is you are answerable to and tell them of your . . . your other practices! And you, Parkin, are dismissed. I never bloody liked you. Now I see my mistrust was well placed and I should never have taken you on!’


‘She beat Miss Ellen, madam. Caned her, she did. No wonder the child went for her!’


‘What? You dared to hit my granddaughter? Leave my presence at once!’


Ellen should have felt gratified as the snivelling Miss Parkin left the room, but she was more relieved that strap after strap was being unfastened and with each one, she could gradually move her arms more freely.


‘Can you get up, miss? I need you on a bed to examine you.’


Ellen winced as she rolled over onto her stomach. A gasp came from her grandma.


‘My God, is that blood on her frock?’


‘Aye, madam, she’s been cut to ribbons by that cane.’


‘No! Oh, my poor Ellen. Help her, Dilly. You’re strong. Help Ellen to rise and get her to her bed.’


With Dilly holding her on one side and the doctor on the other, Ellen at last completed the painful journey to her bedroom. Her head throbbed and her buttocks smarted but at least her grandma had saved her. A love of a different kind flooded her for the little woman. It was a powerful emotion and one she knew she’d only felt for four others in her life – Ruth, Amy, the woman she knew was her mum and the little boy she knew was her brother.


She loved Dilly too, although in a different way, but her love for her grandmother had deepened and did more so as she sat by her bedside.


‘I’m sorry, Ellen.’


Her small knobbly hand stroked Ellen’s hair, not only soothing her but filling her with the warmth of being loved by one of her own kin.


‘My dear, I had no idea Miss Parkin could behave in that manner. And though I cannot sanction your retaliation, I understand it, and am glad that you have enough spirit to fight back when oppressed. You are going to need that. And a lot of other gumption too as time passes.’


Though she didn’t at all feel like doing so, Ellen managed a smile.


‘I’ll get Dilly to tend to you. The doctor is leaving creams for you and something to deaden the pain, but I wanted a few moments with you to tell you where I have been today. I’ve been trying to secure your future. I have – had – some very expensive jewellery that your father didn’t know about. I told him I’d sold it long ago to keep this place going. I was protecting myself with this lie, but now I find I have no need to do that, as although he took ownership of my house and land, he has paid my way. Oh, I know it’s only enough to help him sleep at night and make him feel his duty to me is done. Not that I wanted duty. Like you, I long for him to love me enough to visit me and show me affection.’


Grandma let out a huge sigh. ‘So, in that we have a bond. Anyway, something in me made me keep anything else I had of value from him, hence my lie to him. But apart from one brooch that I want you to keep in memory of me, I entrusted my solicitor to sell everything else and to put the proceeds into a trust for you. There is no age stipulation, only that the trustees are satisfied that you need the money to further yourself in life, or to get you out of a dire situation that wasn’t of your doing, or for something the trustee considers money well spent. To that end, my dear, I’m delighted to tell you that the amount for you to access is one thousand pounds!’


Ellen gaped at her grandma. She’d never heard of such a sum. It was a vast amount of money – enough to buy three houses the size of this one! She just couldn’t take it in that it was all at her disposal. She immediately thought of how she could help Ruth and Amy with it and she filled with happiness at the prospect.


Taking her hand from under the covers, she found her grandma’s. ‘Thank you, Grandma. I – I want to tell you how I love you, but you may think it’s because of the money. It isn’t, as although I was wary of you at first, I did know I loved you very much and that you loved me.’


‘Oh, my dear, I know. I felt it the moment I saw you, but I too am wary of giving and accepting love, just in case I am hurt as I have been so often in the past. I love my son and want him to love me, as you want him to love you, but he doesn’t seem capable of the same kind of love, only duty – even that he measures by what he considers is enough.’


Feeling she had a friend, confidante and loving grandmother, Ellen told her, ‘He has a son, too. But I think he is keeping him with him, I’m not sure.’


‘Really! How old? Tell me about him, as I must look out for him. I know my son. If the woman he married does not want the child, then his son’s fate may be to be sent away as he may not want to put on me once more.’


Ellen told all she knew about her mother and brother.


‘My God! He is evil! Your poor mother . . . Look, I will do all I can. I will make it known to your father that I know of his new wife and of my grandson and will tell him that I am willing to take my grandson in if need be. And that, if it happens, he can hire a nanny for him and extra help for poor Dilly.’


‘Can’t you get that help for Dilly now, Grandma? She gets very tired. You can do that with the money you have put aside for me. I would like that.’


‘No, my dear. That is for your future. You are going to need it. But I will write to my son today regarding my grandson. I will have to as speed is of the essence to ensure the child is safe, and I will tell him that he will need to find another tutor for you, and ask him to provide more help around the house.’


Ellen felt a little squeeze on her hand. ‘Now, my dear, I must send Dilly in to you, and you must rest. I will come and sit with you later. I have something else that I want to share with you.’


The happiness that filled Ellen with the lovely smile her grandma gave her far outweighed the pain she was in.


Dilly came in as Grandmother left. ‘Aw, that’s a lovely glow you have – a happiness glow. I take it your grandmother has at last bent to let you knaw how she feels about you, eh? By, she’s a one. Stiff upper lip in all circumstances. But she don’t fool me. I’ve heard her sobbing into her pillow and it breaks me heart. Maybe now that her defences are broken down, she’ll find some happiness again. You’ve done that, me little lass. You’ve brought happiness to this house. And by ’eck, it needed it.’


Ellen’s pain had once more taken over from the warm feelings she’d had, so she could only give a weak smile as she thought, Well, it only took me two years to do it! But though she was glad to have found her grandma truly loved her, she wished it hadn’t been by way of being hurt so badly.


‘Eeh, me little lass, I’ll soon have you comfortable. Your grandma soothed your heart, now I will soothe your body and you’ll be all set for a better future, eh?’


This resonated with Ellen. Yes, she was set for a better future. One where she had the love of one of her own and would never be alone and poor again. And one day, she would find her mum and little brother and look after them as well as her grandma and Dilly – and, as was always in her heart and she longed to do, she would find Ruth and Amy too. And then, she knew she would be the happiest she could ever be.


She didn’t question why her father didn’t come to her mind as someone she wanted to be with, as now he’d become someone to hate rather than to love.













Chapter Three


Ellen clasped the letter that arrived from her father two weeks later.


Telling herself she didn’t love him hadn’t worked. Her heart had flipped when Grandma told her he’d enclosed a letter for her with his reply to the one she’d sent to him.


It seemed her father had consented to employing more help for Dilly and had said that the agency he dealt with would be sending a maid, who was to be given her own room in the attic, two days off a month, and allowed to befriend Ellen. To this last he’d added that she and the maid were of a similar age and that she was very level-headed and, he felt, it would be good for her to have the companionship of a young person.


This thrilled her as she did long for someone of her own age to talk to.


But as she ran downstairs clutching her letter, she found from what she overheard that grandma had taken this as an insult.


‘What does he think? That his daughter is only good enough to mix with servants? Oh, I’m sorry, Dilly, I didn’t mean you, nor do I look on you or any of my staff as servants, but the implication of this suggestion of my son’s seems to be saying that’s all his daughter is worth . . . How did I give birth to such a monster?’


Not letting this way of thinking affect her, Ellen grabbed her coat, hat and scarf from the stand in the hall and called out that she was going into the garden.


Kept beautifully by Percy, yet another retainer of Grandma’s and just as ancient as she and Dilly were, the garden was divided into a lawned area with a bench seat under a huge oak tree and flower-filled borders – at least in the summertime. But as with the leaves of the trees, the flowers had succumbed to autumn and had faded and died.


To the left of her, there was a walled kitchen garden, which kept them supplied with vegetables and fruit all year round.


Sitting on the bench, Ellen excitedly tore the envelope open but then her heart sank as she read the opening lines.


Ellen, yet again you have disappointed me!


I forbid you to discuss my private business with anyone! You have embarrassed me and prevented any pretence my wife and I have been able, so far, to enjoy.


I had planned on visiting soon with my new wife, who you haven’t met yet, and telling my mother that Christopher is our son. How dare you discuss my affairs. I am very angry with you and will not now be visiting.


I trust that you will behave yourself for your new tutor. I have chosen a male tutor for you as I feel he will be able to control you because I was appalled to learn from the agency how you attacked Miss Parkin. Any further behaviour of this nature and I will have to take measures to prevent you from ever being associated with me again.


This will pain me as much as you, because despite it all, I do love you. I just cannot show it as your presence would insult my beloved wife, who was willing to meet you at your grandma’s house before you let us down so badly by sharing our private business.


I beg of you, Ellen, to do your very best in the next two years, during which time I have my wife’s permission to pay for your tuition, to equip yourself for your future. I cannot promise to always be here for you. I am doing what I can now, but a time will come when you will have to make your own way in the world. For that you will need a good education! Do not waste this opportunity that I am affording you.


I remain, your dutiful father.


The damp patch on the letter made Ellen aware of the tears streaming down her face. Her heart felt as though a knife had been stabbed into it and then twisted to leave a scar she knew would never heal. So, this new wife has accepted my brother as her own but wanted me banished?


But above realizing this, the knowledge that her father didn’t want her and never would hurt so badly that she felt sick.


Grandma’s voice in the distance was the only thing that stopped her from physically throwing up.


She swallowed and wiped her face on her skirt before blowing her nose hard into her delicate lace handkerchief.


‘Ah, there she is. No matter what the weather, she likes to be outside.’


Then a male voice. ‘A girl after my own heart, for I, too, like the fresh air.’


The conversation panicked Ellen. Was this the tutor Father had spoken of? So soon? She turned and saw her grandmother with a man not much older than twenty, weedy-looking, with sandy-coloured hair. They were coming towards her. It must be!


Standing, Ellen patted her hair, and hoped that the anguish she felt didn’t show in her face.


‘Ellen, my dear . . . Ellen? Are you all right?’


‘Y-yes, Grandma, thank you . . . Ju-just cold.’


‘Well, I’m not surprised, sitting out here, it’s very chilly today. The wind cuts you rather than going around you . . . Well now, this is Mr Vale, your new tutor.’


‘How do you do, Ellen? I am pleased to meet you and I’m sure we’ll get along well together. I’m not one for rules, so there aren’t any to worry about or to be broken. I like to help you to learn by what you already know, but don’t yet know that you do.’


Ellen hadn’t a clue what he meant by this. If she knew it, why did she have to learn it? But she liked his gentle voice and his lovely smile. He just looked as though a puff of wind would blow him over. She smiled as best she could and nodded, but couldn’t think of anything to say other than, ‘Pleased to meet you, sir.’


‘Oh, there’ll be no “sirs”. I think I can gain your respect without you having to be subservient to me. I wonder if you would like to go for a walk with me? It might warm you up and give us a chance to become acquainted.’


This seemed such a strange request that Ellen didn’t know what to say. Mr Vale was so far from what she expected by the tone of her father’s letter that she didn’t know how to be with him.


Grandma saved her from having to reply. ‘I think that’s a good idea. You can cross the fields to White Hall Farm. Take a jug with you and get young Bothamwaite to fill it with his ale.’ Grandma turned towards Mr Vale. ‘The Bothamwaites came to the farm some five years ago now. They soon got the brewery up and running, and it’s the best ale you’ll ever taste. They even grow their own hops over there.’


‘That sounds interesting. Would you like to join me in fetching the ale, Ellen?’


Not feeling she had any choice, Ellen nodded.


They were halfway across the first field walking in the direction of the farm before Mr Vale spoke. ‘It’s colder than I thought now we are exposed to the winds. Are you all right, Ellen?’


As she looked at him, Ellen realized he was shivering. His lips looked blue and his nose was red with cold. He only wore a jacket and lightweight black slacks. Taking off her scarf, she handed it to him. ‘I’m fine. Here, have this; I’m used to the weather here.’


‘Thank you, that’s very kind. Thank goodness it isn’t pink as I’d still be compelled to wear it but be looked on as a fag!’


Ellen hadn’t a clue what he meant by this – how could anyone think he could be a cigarette? But he laughed at himself, so she giggled too.


‘You have no idea what I mean, do you? A fag is a man who prefers the company of his fellow men . . . well, a bit more than that, but it isn’t something that will come up in our biology lessons, so I needn’t embarrass you by going deeper.’


Gedberg, the night manager of the orphanage, came to her, and with the thought the repulsion of what he did to the boys immediately connected her mind to what she’d endured. And then Belton, another man who worked nights at the orphanage, flashed into her mind. His ugly face and the stink of him seemed to hover over her, grinning a sickly grin. She gasped in rejection of the horror he put her through.


‘Oh, I am so sorry. You are more of a tender mind than I had thought. Please forget that I mentioned such a thing . . . though, well, I am a progressive thinker and do believe that young people, even young ladies, should know about the world and how it ticks – or rather, the people in it, of which there are many diversities. To that end, I think languages are important too and hope you are open to learning them?’


She wanted to tell him that her ex-tutor had been a stickler for her speaking French and German, but she didn’t want to converse with him further. He spoke in riddles. However, she did want to scream at him that she knew what he was talking about! That she knew only too well. That even the mention of such things gave her unimaginable pain and sent her reeling back to a time she’d never have got through but for Ruth and Amy.


‘I’ve upset you. And that’s unforgivable of me. Please don’t worry about such things, they are of no concern.’


Unable to take this, Ellen marched at a quicker pace, wanting to get away from him and the lightness he treated such matters with.


‘Hey, wait for me. I – I cannot keep up . . . I . . . cannot walk fast.’


Alarm set up in Ellen. Mr Vale was gasping for breath. She turned to see him bending over, his hands on his knees to steady himself. She ran back to him. ‘Are you all right? What’s wrong? Can I do something to help you?’


He couldn’t answer as he was fighting for every breath and even though the grass was still damp from the morning’s heavy dew and the persistent mist hanging around the hills, he sank down onto his knees.


‘I’ll run to the farm to get help. It’s only across the next field. They have a tractor and trailer; they can come and give you a lift back to our house.’


Even nodding his head in consent seemed too much effort for the poor man.


Leaving him, Ellen ran like the wind. ‘Mr Bothamwaite! Mr Bothamwaite!’


An astonished Mr Bothamwaite stood from where he’d been bending over a bucket stirring liquid. He pushed his cap back from his forehead. ‘Ellen, now then, what makes thee in such a hurry, lass? Is thee house on fire or sommat?’


‘No, it’s my new tutor. We were coming to buy ale and he collapsed.’


‘Collapsed? Will he be an old gentleman?’


‘No, he’s only young, but he doesn’t look well. He can’t breathe. Please help him, please!’


Mr Bothamwaite, a jolly man in his late thirties with a huge moustache and a lovely grin, hurried towards the house calling back to her, ‘I’ll fetch Mrs Bothamwaite, she’ll knaw what to do, lass.’


Mrs Bothamwaite undid her pinafore as she came out of the house. As she took it over her head and dropped it on the floor she said, ‘Fetch the tractor round, man . . . Top field, you say, Ellen?’


Ellen didn’t know if it was called the top field or not, so she turned and pointed. ‘The second one that leads to my grandma’s.’


‘Oh, aye.’ She turned and took a blanket off the back of a cow as she told the animal, ‘You can do without that, Betty, get yourself inside.’ She slapped the cow’s rear end and it dutifully walked into the barn. ‘I can see you’ve a jug with you. Leave it on that wall, lass. I’ll fill it later and bring it to your grandmother. Now, take this and get gone and cover the young man over to keep him warm. Hurry! It’ll take us a few minutes to get to him and he could freeze to death if he’s unwell.’ As Ellen turned to go she heard Mrs Bothamwaite call out to her younger son, ‘Go and fetch the doctor, tell him to come quickly to Shredwell House. A young man there is very ill.’


This put a fear into Ellen that gave her an urgency as she ran for all she was worth across the field.


‘Mr Vale! Mr Vale! I’m here. Wake up!’ There was no response. Ellen felt his face. It was icy cold, but she could see he was breathing, if only in a funny wheezing fashion. Wrapping the blanket over him, she thought it too thin to do any good so took off her coat, a thick woollen, flared coat that hung to her ankles, and wrapped this around him too. Still concerned, she began to rub his body, using the coat to cause friction. ‘Wake up, please wake up. Help is coming.’


Her heart fell to see the deep blue of his lips and how his nose looked redder than ever. It stood out against his deathly white cheeks and dark, sunken eye sockets.


Panic gripped Ellen as memories of a girl in the orphanage came to her. She’d collapsed in this way, but she never regained consciousness. They were told she’d had an asthma attack.


‘Don’t die, please don’t die.’


Her plea was more than fear for him, as she realized that in the few minutes she’d had with him, she really liked him. He was strange, yes, and annoying, but he’d tried to be friendly and put her at her ease, and he’d piqued her interest in a way that told her she would enjoy learning from him. He was different to anyone she’d ever known before.


By the time they had Mr Vale back in her grandma’s house and laid on the bed in the room allocated to him, the doctor had arrived. His glance towards her held distrust. She felt certain that he still thought she might be a lunatic and wanted to shout that this wasn’t her doing and nor was the last time he came to attend her tutor.


What followed seemed like an endless wait and yet, Ellen felt that she mustn’t pester anyone who came from the bedroom on errands to fetch whatever the doctor needed. Even Dilly, who always seemed to have something to say, just rushed past her into the kitchen, coming out a few minutes later with a steaming kettle and hurrying back to the bedroom with it without a word, leaving Ellen feeling even more afraid.


Not ever having prayed much, Ellen found herself praying now. Once more, Ruth came to her mind and how she used to pray to the Holy Mary – a Roman Catholic thing to do, though Ruth didn’t know for sure she was of that faith, only that she’d been left outside a priest’s house. But she’d loved the thought of Mary being a mother to Jesus and imagined she would have a special place in heaven and be able to ask favours of her son. Ellen found herself pleading, ‘Please, Holy Mary, help my tutor to get better.’


A noise on the stairs drew her out of the intense prayers. ‘Now, Annie, I want you to keep the room humid for at least twenty-four hours. Lots of steam. It’s good that the fireplace in there has a grate plate so you can keep a kettle boiling on it. And every two hours or so get him to breathe in over the bowl of steaming water as I did, in which you put just two drops of the liquid I have left on the side. No more, and no more than every half an hour till you notice his breathing is normal and he can converse with you without panting for breath. However, he is on the mend for now, but asthma sufferers are likely to have an attack at any time, so be aware. I will drop in later to check. I’ll leave my bill on the hall table as I go out but would appreciate early settlement. Mrs Ainsworth and my five children have to eat, you know.’


Grandma coloured. Ellen felt cross at the doctor. Why had he spoken as if Grandma might not pay his bill?


As soon as the door closed on Doctor Ainsworth, Ellen rushed to her grandma. ‘How is he? Oh, Gran, he looked like he would die!’


‘You heard the doctor, dear. Mr Vale is going to be all right. But . . . you called me Gran?’


‘Sorry, Grandma, it just slipped out.’


‘No. I like it. It’s somehow less cold, more loving.’ She opened her arms.


Ellen went gladly into them and hugged her. ‘I do love you, Gran. You won’t ever abandon me, will you?’


‘No, of course not, my dear. Not even on my death. Didn’t I tell you that I have put in place a security for you? Well, when the time comes, think of that as me still loving and protecting you . . . Oh, I know I seemed crotchety at first, but that was because I was cross at your father, and mine. Oh, yes, it never goes away – that feeling of anger at them for their callous disregard for you. But I have learned to live with it, and you must do so too.’


‘Oh, Gran, his letter is awful.’


‘I thought you’d been crying when I brought Mr Vale to you. Tell me about it, my dear.’


After the telling, Gran held her closer. ‘I cannot change any of that, Ellen, you have to be strong, but what I can do is to help you to do as he says – to further yourself. He has promised his support of you for a further two years. Together we will make those years pay. By the time they are up you will be fifteen. I will squirrel away what I can to add to the fund I have started for you – there are still a lot of pieces and paintings that I could sell. We’ll then go for a higher education, maybe abroad even. You must think what it is you would like to do. There aren’t many opportunities for girls, but they do exist for those who are determined, clever and have the means. We will look at your options and you can choose a path.’


Her gran held her at arm’s length. ‘Of course, you could go for marrying well. You are very beautiful and have some connections through my husband’s family whom you haven’t yet met. I was going to tell you about them but forgot all about it. They are landed gentry and owners of several mines. You aren’t related to them, but if they take to you, they will help you. I am long overdue a visit to them. I will take you along and see how we fare.’


It seemed strange to Ellen not to have heard of this connection of her gran’s before, and also that they didn’t help her but allowed her to be at the mercy of her son. As if Gran had read her thoughts, she said, ‘My son – your father – caused a rift between me and them.’


Ellen listened to how her father had procured Gran’s house by tricking his dying step-grandfather into signing the house and land over to him. And how this greatly upset his family into whose hands all should have gone. This realization didn’t surprise Ellen, but it did sicken her to her core.


‘You see, we had no children of our own. My husband took your father in and treated him like his own and, being so ill, he must have thought it was the right thing to do to protect me.’


‘But instead, he left you at the mercy of my father.’


Gran sighed. ‘Yes. It took a long time to get even on speaking terms with my in-laws again . . . Maybe now that I am they will help me to help you find someone of worth to love and take care of you. But in the meantime, let’s hedge our bets and make sure you are educated and have enough means to carry you into a good future, whether you marry well or not.’


Once more Gran drew Ellen into her arms, and Ellen thought she’d never been loved so strongly as she was by her gran. It had seemed to take a long while for it to happen – or maybe it was as she’d said, that she’d loved her from the beginning but had been wary of showing it. None of it mattered now. She was safe – safe and loved by her gran.













Chapter Four


1913


By the time Ellen’s fourteenth birthday came around, she already felt like a young woman rather than a young girl.


‘Eeh, lass, I don’t knaw where the time goes to. Here’s you growing up, and far before your time if you ask me.’


‘Dilly, you make Ellen’s birthday sound like an accusation. It’s good that she is growing up into a strong young woman and you’ve had a hand in that and should be proud. I’ve heard you many a time counselling her wisely.’


‘Aw, I’m sorry, Mr Vale, I didn’t mean it like that.’


Ellen blushed to think Mr Vale looked on her in that way. But she knew it wasn’t because she was growing up that had upset Dilly but rather that she was feeling her own age. Hugging Dilly, she told her, ‘But I’ll always be the same and will always love you, no matter how old I get.’


Dilly giggled. ‘Aye, but I won’t be. I’m old and wrinkled already, without piling more years onto me . . . Now, where’s that Aggie? I can never find that lazy madam!’


Aggie, Dilly’s helper, wasn’t lazy at all. Ellen loved her. She was funny and caring, and took it in her stride that Dilly hadn’t been pleased to have the help she’d been moaning she needed for a long time, but rather resented Aggie and found fault with her all the time. Aggie handled it all well and seemed to Ellen to be slowly winning Dilly over.


‘I’m here, Dilly. I’ve done all the fires and swept the carpets, not to mention giving a lick of polish to the furniture. So, can I join Ellen in her lesson now?’


Dilly hmphed. Aggie learning to read and write didn’t go down well with her at all. She didn’t think it was the place of a scullery maid to have such skills.


‘I’ve a new book I can read to you, Dilly. You like that, don’t you? Well, this one is about four sisters, Jo, Beth, Meg and Amy. Their dad’s away at the Civil War and they’re struggling, but, eeh, it’s sad as little Beth—’


‘Don’t spoil the story before you even start to read it to me, Aggie, you daft ha’peth!’


Ellen laughed. She knew that, despite Dilly’s objections to Aggie receiving an education, she loved how it meant Aggie could read to her each evening. ‘Oh, Dilly, we do love you.’ The squeeze she gave Dilly brought a smile to her face.


‘Aw, Aggie, I suppose you have your good points, lass.’


Aggie beamed. Ellen knew she loved Dilly dearly and any snippet of praise could send her soaring.


From a large family living in Leeds, sixteen-year-old Aggie had been like a breath of fresh air when she’d arrived at the beginning of the year. Ellen had taken to her immediately and now they were the best of friends. Something at least that her father got right, as having a companion nearer to her own age had changed Ellen’s life.
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