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For my darling Roy as we celebrate sixty years of happy marriage. Thank you.






Chapter One


Amy

SEPTEMBER 1910

Twelve-year-old Amy clutched her small case, her tummy tickling with excitement as she waited in the queue to board the huge ship. She couldn’t believe she’d been chosen to begin a new life in Canada.

Her days in the Carlton Orphanage in Bethnal Green were behind her. No more of the stinking Mr Belton pawing her and hurting her.

The queue wormed from the gangplank and along the dock where most of the men of the East End of London tried to get a day’s work. She’d seen them standing together, blowing plumes of smoke from their rolled-up fags, just waiting – hoping. All looked downtrodden, though they had a cheery word for the kids, calling out to them to have a good life and make the most of this chance they were being given.

Amy decided that she was going to do that, though she couldn’t deny the feeling in her chest of having swallowed something that had stuck there. It had started when Ruth had run away from the orphanage weeks ago and had worsened when Ellen’s father had turned up there soon after and taken Ellen away with him. Being parted from them both hurt so much.

Ruth had been her saviour, taking care of her from the first night she’d entered the orphanage where she’d been taken from the workhouse she’d been housed in since her time with the nuns – a time she could only just remember. The nuns had always told her that her mum had abandoned her as a baby, but then one day they told all the kids they had in their care that they could no longer stay there, and were to go to other places.

When she arrived at the workhouse the nun handing her over spoke in a low voice to the warden. Amy remembered hearing the words, ‘She should be made to care for her,’ but never knew what they meant.

She only knew that she’d been happy from that day as, though conditions were bad, the women inmates looked after the kids, and one in particular, Ethel, had loved her and she’d loved Ethel.

But then, a day came when the warden told Ethel, ‘That child should be in the orphanage by rights. Seeing as no one has claimed her, you will be the one to take her there.’

Amy could remember feeling she’d lost something precious when Ethel left her inside the orphanage gate. Memories of what happened that same night and how it set the pattern of her life in the orphanage shuddered through her and gave her nightmares that left her screaming in terror.

But though she hated the place, it did bring Ruth into her life.

She’d loved Ruth. Ruth had tended to her when Belton had brought her back to the dormitory, bleeding and in pain.

Always, she’d wanted to look like Ruth – beautiful with dark hair and huge dark eyes – and she hated her own mousy-coloured hair and how her face was covered in freckles. She thought this was why she hadn’t ever been loved enough by anyone for them to keep looking after her – until she met Ruth. Although Ruth couldn’t be with her now, Amy remembered her words when she’d told her she would always love her. And Ellen would too. Lovely, quiet Ellen, who looked a lot like Ruth, only her dark hair was curly.

Ellen had always seemed full of sadness, but it had been lovely to see her face light up when her dad had come for her – that was the picture Amy wanted to always stay with her.

The sigh that she released was gasped back in with joy as a voice called out her name.

‘I’m here, Ruth! Oh, Ruth, Ruth!’

Within moments she was enclosed in Ruth’s arms. Their tears wet each other’s hair and cheeks. ‘Oh, Amy, luv. I can’t believe you’re going so far away.’

‘I know. I’m excited, but scared too.’

‘You don’t mind going?’

‘No, they said it’s a wonderful opportunity for us to travel to Canada. To see a new world. I’ve got all new clothes.’

‘And they’ve cut yer lovely hair!’

‘I know, they said it will be better. I don’t know why. I’m going to miss yer, Ruth.’

They were crying again. But Amy felt cheered when Ruth said, ‘I’ve written me address down. You can write and send letters from Canada.’

‘Ta, mate. I will write, and I’ll let yer know where you can write back to . . . Will I ever see yer again, Ruth?’

Through her sobs she heard Ruth say, ‘I’ll never forget yer, Amy. When we’re older, maybe things’ll be different and then we can travel to see each other. Look, I’ll definitely come to see you, so hang on to that. I’m going to make me fortune making hats. And when I do, I’ll buy a ticket to travel on this ship to Canada, and that’s a promise.’

They clung to each other again.

A stern voice forced them apart. ‘You, there, what are you doing? Amy, who is this?’

‘It’s me friend, miss. She’s come to say goodbye.’

‘All right then, but hurry, we’ll be moving forward shortly.’

The queue began to move. Ruth walked alongside her until they reached a barrier that stopped her.

Amy didn’t take her eyes off her as they were hoarded up the gangplank. She couldn’t. She could see Ruth’s lovely smile, and the tears running down her face, as she frantically waved. And then just as it was her turn to step inside the ship, she heard Ruth shout, ‘I love you, Amy. Don’t forget me.’

Taking a deep breath, she shouted as loud as she could, ‘And I love you, Ruth. I won’t, I promise.’

And then all she could see was the inside of a corridor.

Her lungs filled with the musty smell of damp carpet. A stuffiness threatened to choke her. She could hardly breathe as bodies behind pushed her forward, but those in front weren’t moving fast enough.

Still, the loud booming voice urged them on. ‘Move, you little tykes, move! Yer’ll hold the bleedin’ ship up!’

Amy couldn’t see who it was who was shouting, but she heard crying and wails of, ‘I’m going to be sick!’

Not able to get enough air, Amy felt her head begin to swim, then her legs go like jelly and a darkness take everything around her.


When she came to, she was lying on a bed. The bed was moving from side to side. A mask was over her face and glaring down at her was an ugly woman in a nurse’s outfit. Her voice snarled, ‘What have you been up to? You shouldn’t have been allowed on this trip in your state, you dirty tyke! A prostitute, are you? Oh yes, I’ve heard of them as young as you. Depraved, I call it. Born evil!’

Amy knew what a prostitute was. Ethel was one and there had been many more of them in the workhouse. Kind women they were, sharing what they’d managed to earn when they’d sneaked out, and sometimes she’d heard them say they’d been lying with the night warden. Always they were there for her, and she loved them, but she didn’t understand how this nurse could think that she was one of them.

As she took the mask off Amy’s face, the nurse said, ‘Oxygen’s wasted on you. A girl of your age getting yourself with child! So, now you’re a problem for us. The doctor will explain what we’re going to do.’

As her face disappeared from above Amy, the doctor leaned forward. ‘You’re a very sick girl, Amy. You’re losing blood. When did you first see your period?’

Amy felt confused. Was she really awake?

‘Amy! Answer the doctor. He is here to help you!’

The nurse’s voice frightened Amy into stammering, ‘I were ten. The women at the workhouse helped me. I had none after I went to the orphanage, but—’

‘That’s all we need to know. No excuses . . . Well, Doctor, you see what we’re dealing with. It will be a good thing to get all these scum off the ship. I fear it’s going to be a long trip this time. I’ve already got two of them with chicken pox, so that’ll be rife and we’re hardly out of the dock!’

‘Sister, what has happened may not be this child’s fault.’

‘Of course it is. Why do you think she was picked to go? They get rid of all the troublesome ones.’

Amy’s confusion deepened. Were they being ‘got rid of’ and not going to a new life?

‘Well, she won’t keep the child. It’s obviously coming away.’

As he said this, a pain creased Amy’s back. It shot around to the front causing her to draw up her knees.

The nurse didn’t help her but made a noise as if triumphant. ‘Huh, she’s wanting to push already. Well, what she’s in for will be her punishment and might deter her from her tricks in the future.’

Amy heard her own scream drown the nurse out. So piercing was it, it seemed as if it split the room in two and brought down more terrible pain on her. ‘Help – help me. Please, help me!’

‘There is no help, child. You should have thought of this before you cajoled some poor bloke to lie with you. You’ll have to push the poor little mite out of you . . . How far gone is this pregnancy, Doctor?’

Horror gripped Amy. They were talking about her having a baby! She couldn’t take it in.

‘I’d say approximately four to five months, but that’s only an estimate. Without dates, it’s difficult to tell. But in any case, we’re looking at her delivering a fully developed baby, but not one that can live.’

‘Oh my God. They must have known back at the orphanage. How dare they send her to Canada in this state!’

‘Look, let’s be thankful for her sake, and for the baby’s, that this will all be behind her after tonight. This has no need to be recorded anywhere. Perhaps the child will have a better, new start, and this will change her ways – that is, if it was her own fault. Wasn’t there talk of two wardens having been beaten near to death – thought to be a revenge attack by a former orphan of the home for acts done to them?’

‘This lot will say anything to discredit those who are put in charge of them and who try to give them a good start.’

‘Sister, sometimes I wonder if you are right for this job. Whatever made you so bitter towards children I will never know.’

With this the sister humphed and left them.

‘Now, Amy. I am sorry, but you may have a lot of pain. I have nothing that I can give you for it, but it will go once your dead child comes away from you. Do you understand?’

‘No! No, I don’t want to have a baby. I didn’t do anything . . . Belton—’

‘Shush, now. Allegations won’t do you any good. I’ll send someone along to you as soon as I can, but everyone is tied up right now as the other children are dropping like flies from various ailments. You’ll be all right, you’re strong, and when this is over you can live your life in a good way having learned a very painful lesson.’

As he left, the doctor put out the light and closed the door. Amy had seen that the room she was in wasn’t very big and had no window. A terror entered her as she hated the dark, but this was an impenetrable blackness that gave her a silver haze in front of her eyes. Her scream bounced back at her and seemed to trigger a pain far worse than the one she’d just experienced. ‘Help me . . . help me-eee!’

No one came.

An urge to push as if she wanted to go to the lavatory came over her. She felt for the bedstead and clung on to it. Her face contorted with the effort and her neck felt as though it had swelled. She thought her head would explode, but that was nothing compared to the indescribable pain that gripped her back.

As it subsided, huge sobs wracked her. She put her hand between her legs, felt a river of sticky liquid coming from her. Her terror deepened. Would her baby come out of where she peed from? But how? A baby is too big to do that . . . A baby . . . a baby . . . My baby . . . ‘I – I don’t want it to die! Don’t let it die, please. Ruth! Ruth!’

Her cry hit the blackness and went no further. Her sobs rasped her throat, but once more went into a holler of pain as she grasped the bedstead again. This time she felt a split down below that was far greater than the one Belton had caused. The sting of it made her catch her breath. Then it was as if she was releasing a huge object from herself, and the pain subsided.

She lay back exhausted. But a small whimper roused her. She sat up. Felt around. Her hands touched a tiny wet form. She was about to search further when the jelly-like form moved. She ran her hands over it, touched limbs so tiny they would have fitted into a matchbox. My baby, my baby. Lifting the form in one hand and bringing it to her breast, she so wished she could see it. ‘This is your mummy, baby. I’ll call you Ruth Ellen.’

The baby didn’t move.

‘Ruth Ellen? Come on, my baby. I’ll take care of you.’

The form lay so still Amy knew, but didn’t want to know . . . She went to cuddle her child to her, but it almost slipped off her hand. Keeping her hand very still, she lay back.

The motion of the ship rocked the bed and reminded her of one of the women in the workhouse singing to her baby. In her mind she repeated the words while she stroked her child’s head.

Rock-a-bye baby, on the treetop,

When the wind blows, the cradle will rock,

When the bough breaks, the cradle will fall,

And down will come baby, cradle and all.






Chapter Two


Amy didn’t know how long it was before someone came as she’d slept a restless dream-filled sleep since her baby had arrived. It was someone taking her child from her hand that woke her. ‘No . . . no!’

‘It’s dead. It’s nothing. It didn’t live, so it has no soul.’

‘It did. There was a murmur.’

‘That’d be a natural expelling from the body of any fluid. It hasn’t lived, so will go into the incinerator. You just forget it.’

The horror of this sent a pain through Amy. ‘Ruth, Ruth!’

‘Who’s Ruth? Don’t tell me you’re going out of your mind now? We’ve enough trouble . . . Look, you did wrong, and you’ve paid the price. Now for reasons unbeknown to man you’re being given a second chance. Pull yourself together and take it. I’ll get a porter to come and wheel you to the bathroom. Wash yourself off. I’ll put your case down there for you. Find some clean clothes and then look at the list on the wall to find which cabin you’re allocated to and the rules. Go there and don’t cause any more trouble – I take it you can read?’

‘Yes, I can.’

‘Right, don’t let me come across you again!’

When she left, she switched off the light, as the doctor had done. Amy called after her. Her unanswered calls became screams till her throat and ears hurt. But the nurse didn’t reappear. Exhausted and distraught over the fate of her baby, who she’d decided was a girl, even though she didn’t know, she lay back. In her mind she went over some of the prayers she remembered from the convent’s Catholic chapel. When a prayer called ‘Hail Mary’ came to her, she remembered the words. They were to the lady Ruth called Holy Mary: Hail Mary, full of grace. The Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou amongst women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb . . . With this she felt some comfort as she thought, Mary had a baby, just like me!

It came to her then how they had once had a lesson about babies who die and what happens to their souls. The nun said they went to a place called limbo as they weren’t pure, because every baby was born with a sin on their soul. But if the child was baptized, it would go to heaven. In her mind she baptized her child, begging God to forgive the original sin she was stained with and take her to heaven to be with Him.

When she next woke, though all was darkness, she saw a light. A tiny one floating up and then disappearing through the ceiling. A warm feeling washed over her. My little Ruth Ellen is going to heaven. Thank you, God.

But then the little light turned into a flash of reds and blues and yellows and even though she frantically blinked her eyes, she couldn’t control them. They frightened her. She rolled off the bed, thinking to hide under it, but it was a lot higher than she thought and she fell heavily onto the floor. As she landed, she heard a crack just before a pain zinged through her ribs. Gasping increased the pain and yet didn’t give her the air she wanted. She tried again. The air seemed to stick in her throat, suffocating her. Mustering as much breath as she could, she tried to call out, but only a whimper came from her. ‘Help me . . . help me!’

The door opened and light swathed the room.

A man’s voice said, ‘What the bloomin’ ’eck are yer doing down there? And look at the state of yer . . . Christ! Yer bleedin’ to death!’

There was a pause. No one came over to her, then she heard the same voice frantically calling, ‘Help! I need help ’ere! This one’s copping it!’

Amy didn’t know what happened after that as she went back into the blackness, a place where she couldn’t see or hear anything.

The blackness parted sometimes and an urge to leave it came to her as a lovely bright light shone, but the darkness kept pulling her back into its depth, until the light brightened and she floated towards it without resistance. It was a voice that stopped her. She opened her eyes and saw the doctor looking down at her. ‘Amy, fight! You want to live, don’t you? Don’t give in. You cracked your ribs, but they will heal. You were haemorrhaging – losing a lot of blood – but we stopped that happening. Now you need to get stronger. You need to eat a little soup every day and remain conscious so you can fight for your life. We can only do so much.’

She couldn’t answer him. If she could, she would’ve said that she didn’t want to live. She wanted to go to her baby.

A salty tear trickled into her mouth.

‘That’s good, Amy, you are crying. That means you’re feeling something again. Let it happen.’

‘Where . . . where am I?’

‘You’re on board a ship bound for Canada. You remember? You have left the orphanage and are going to a new life. Grasp it with both hands, Amy.’

For the first time, Amy saw him properly. Saw that he looked young for a doctor and that under his white coat he wore a sailor’s uniform.

‘Are you in the navy?’

‘I am. I’m in the medical corps. I’m the ship’s doctor . . . Look, I’m sorry I left you like that. And in the dark. I meant to come back but there are so many falling ill, I’m run off my feet. I thought the darkness would be restful for you as you seemed to have a long way to go with your labour. I’ve never known one come so quick.’

Amy managed a small smile. She liked him. He seemed to really care for her and about her. That didn’t happen often.

‘But you’re all right now. Whatever happened to you back there is behind you. You can only live a full life if you leave it there in the past. Will you try?’

She nodded, suddenly feeling shy to talk about it all. Shy and lonely. She had no one in the world now. Though Ruth and Ellen would always love her, they weren’t here and never would be.

‘Don’t cry any more, Amy . . . Look, I must go. You will be well enough to go to your cabin soon, and then in no time you’ll find that you’ll make friends, and things won’t seem so bad.’

When he left her, her loneliness deepened. She thought of Ruth and Ellen again and how she longed to be with them. To sit once more on the steps of the orphanage with them, giggling. Always they were by each other’s side sharing their pain but making happy moments too. Now it was just her.

She tried to think what Ruth would say to her and knew she’d want her to get better as one day, she was going to come and find her. I’ll think of that happening every day till you come to me, Ruth.

The days all went into each other after that. The cabin she shared with four others was a small, hot, windowless room. It had two sets of bunk beds and there was a bathroom along the corridor that served all the children, so when she wanted to pee, she had to wait in a queue. It had been here that she’d met Lucy, a small girl who didn’t tower over Amy as most of her age did.

Lucy told her she’d been in an orphanage in London, but she didn’t know where exactly, or how she got there, nor, like Amy, did she know her true birth date but had been given the date when she’d arrived at the home as her birthday and so, she thought herself to be eleven.

They sat together in the corridor, as they were now, whenever they could and when it was time for them to walk on the deck, they would hold hands. Amy loved Lucy. She could talk to her about anything and thought her pretty with a mass of blonde curls and blue eyes. And she found it fascinating how Lucy loved all things, noticing beauty in everything and never seeing any object just as it was, but finding more to it. It was as if she had special powers.

Cutting into these thoughts, Lucy was doing it again – the seeing of things that weren’t there. ‘Look, Amy, there’s a donkey!’

‘A what? Yer bonkers, Lucy.’

‘I’m not. Look there, in the lino.’

Amy peered at the spot where Lucy was looking. There was a stain, and yes, the more she looked, the more it did look like a donkey. She laughed out loud. A laugh she’d thought she would never give again.

‘How do yer see all these things? I don’t see them till yer point them out.’

‘I don’t know. I can draw things out of me head too. I wish I had a crayon and paper with me. I used to pinch some from the classroom.’

‘The doctor’s a kind man. I’ll pretend I don’t feel well and go and ask him for some, eh?’

‘Would yer?’

‘Can yer really draw things?’

‘Anything. I’m not lying. I drew a picture for a girl at the orphanage. They brought her in after her mum and dad died. She told me that she saw a vision of her mum sat in a wooden armchair, holding her on her knee. I used to get her to tell me about it over and over as I hadn’t ever known a mum and I liked to imagine it. Then one day it came alive to me, and it were me sitting on the woman’s knee. I drew the picture of it for her. She said it was just as she remembered it . . . It made me cry to give it to her, Amy, but happy that it made her happy.’

Amy dug her hand through Lucy’s arm. ‘That were kind of yer. But why don’t yer draw one for yerself, eh? Make it how yer think your mum might have looked. I reckon she’d have hair like you and them blue eyes too.’

Lucy giggled and snuggled into Amy. ‘I never thought of that. I do have a picture in me head of what me mum looked like . . . Would you like one? Would the doctor give yer two sheets?’

‘I don’t know if he’ll give me one yet, but I think he will.’

A sudden shout and clapping of hands caught their attention. They stood up.

‘All get your coats. Time for your daily walk, children.’

‘Miss White’s all right, ain’t she?’

‘She is. I’ll tell her I ain’t well and see if I can go to the doctor while yer all on deck.’

Getting permission was easy. Amy ran as fast as she could to the hospital ward, even though her chest still hurt to take deep breaths. It was as if she had to hurry as she felt that anything she gained could be taken from her and that gave an urgency to everything. She didn’t want to lose the chance of having a picture.

She felt herself glowing inside when she found Lucy again. ‘I have it! He gave me three sheets and two pencils!’

‘Oh, Amy, ta.’

Just to see Lucy’s smile thanked Amy. She wanted to hug her. The same thought must have come to Lucy as she flung her arms around her. It felt good. She clung on to Lucy and hoped with all her heart that they stayed together.

A few days later, Amy sat alone in a quiet corner staring at the drawing Lucy had done from the descriptions she’d given her. It was so real. Herself, Ruth and Ellen, at the orphanage. They were sitting on the landing at the top of the stairs leading from the building to the playground, their legs dangling and their expressions happy as they were all giggling. Ruth and Ellen’s portrait was a very near likeness to them, with herself just as she was.

But as she stared at it, her heart began to thump and the tears that had run silently down her cheeks plopped onto the paper as the image had awoken her to this no longer being a trip to a better life, but a trip to take her away from everything she’d known. It didn’t matter that what she had known had been horrific as all she could think of was that she’d had Ruth and Ellen. And she so wanted them now . . . but might never see them again. Just like her own little Ruth Ellen. Though she’d never seen her, she often tried to imagine her. In her mind she’d become like the doll she’d seen on the journey from the workhouse to the orphanage. She and Ethel had walked down a street lined with shops and Ethel had said, ‘’Ere, I reckon we can slow our pace a little, luv, and look in the windows. And we might just get ourselves a cup of tea.’

One shop window had been very dark. They’d had to put their faces on the pane and cup their hands around their eyes to block out the sun so that they could see inside.

A mishmash of objects, from a kettle to a baby’s pram, were displayed as second-hand. Sitting in the pram was what Amy at first thought was a real-life baby. She’d stared at it, then realized it was a doll. A beautiful doll with black hair curled around the brim of a white bonnet. She was dressed all in white and had very rosy cheeks and huge brown eyes that seemed to follow you wherever you went. Amy had longed to hold her.

Now, she felt she did in her imagination as she pretended to hold her own little Ruth Ellen to her. But in her darkest hours when she woke from a nightmare, she remembered Belton, the man who must have put little Ruth Ellen inside her.

She didn’t want these thoughts and fought against them, as nothing must taint the memory of her child. She just so longed for her.






Chapter Three


When the ship finally reached its destination Amy found she was bustled down the gangplank with what seemed like hundreds of other kids pushing and shoving. She and Lucy clung to each other’s hands.

The heat was unbearable, the crush making it hard to breathe. Amy forced her other hand into her pocket. It reassured her to feel the carefully folded picture and to know that safe in its folds was the scrap of paper with Ruth’s address written on it.

Two days later they arrived at Marchmont Home and were told they were in Belleville, Ontario, which to Amy meant nothing except that it wasn’t London.

The house looked lovely. White, large and with what looked like a lace balcony wrapped around it, it stood in its own grounds.

She looked at Lucy, whose hand she’d held for much of the last two days since they had left the ship. This new land had held wonderment for them with its many lakes shimmering with reflections of snow-capped mountains – the backdrop to every part of this country that they had travelled through.

Once they alighted from the rickety old coach, they were assembled in a large room where they listened in awe to the lady in charge of the home. She seemed kindly and had a nice smile. Amy filled with hope.

‘Now then, children, my name is Mrs Peterson. You won’t be here long, as our aim is to get you living with families who will take care of you and give you a much better life than you’ve had till now. But while you are here you will be expected to be on good behaviour, and to apply yourselves to your studies, and other things you will be taught.’

She went on about rules and housekeeping, which seemed to be the main occupation of the girls, whereas the boys would be learning farming skills. This was to prepare them as they were to take up these roles when they went to a family.

Mrs Peterson told them that Canada was a great farming country and that they would enjoy life here very much.

Amy began to feel that everything was going to be all right. That all the bad was behind her, and she told herself that she’d work hard and make Mrs Peterson proud of her.

She didn’t have long to do that as two days later all of the girls stood once more in the hall, this time to be ‘picked’, or not, by the visiting families looking for help.

Amy didn’t feel ready to go. She liked it in the home and had begun to settle into the routine. She knew Lucy felt the same as she sidled up to her and found her hand. ‘Let’s keep our heads down, Amy. They might not pick us then.’

But this didn’t work.

‘You!’

Amy cringed. She’d seen the boots sticking out of the long skirt stop in front of her.

‘Look up, girl.’

Amy looked up. The woman had an expression on her face that struck fear into her heart. Pinched is what she’d call the face of the woman. Tight-lipped. Hair pulled severely back into a bun. Beady eyes that peered. ‘You look strong.’

Amy couldn’t imagine why she thought this. She was small for her age, and didn’t feel strong, hadn’t since . . . but she wouldn’t think of that.

‘Ma, she’s puny!’

‘Shut up, Martha. I think she has a good day’s work in her. Little ones can be strong and get through a lot of work and don’t need as much food . . . How old are you, girl?’

‘Twelve, miss.’

‘Mrs Miller, not miss! Have you begun your monthlies?’

‘Yes, Mrs Miller.’

‘Hmph. Well, do you know how to behave yourself? I don’t want you getting into trouble. If you do, you’ll be in a convent and forgotten about.’

Amy trembled. She felt Lucy’s hand tighten on hers and knew that she was afraid for her. Amy prayed the lady would move on. She sniffed away the tears that threatened.

‘Right. I’ll take you. I just need to find a strong boy now . . . Mrs Peterson, Mrs Peterson!’

At Mrs Peterson’s, ‘Yes, may I help you?’ Mrs Miller, in a voice unrecognizable to Amy, said, ‘I’ll take this one, dear. She’s an appealing little thing, and I think I could give her a good home and a good start in life. As God is my witness, it is what I came here today to do, dear lady.’

‘That’s wonderful. Amy has only been with us for a couple of days and to have found a placement already is very good . . . I don’t suppose you could consider taking both girls, could you? Amy and Lucy are inseparable. We were told that was so on the journey here, only we find the children settle easier if they have a companion.’

Miss Miller turned and looked at Lucy.

Lucy, normally shy, looked up and smiled. Amy kept the fingers of her free hand crossed.

‘Mmm, well, it could be useful to have two girls. As they aren’t very old, and small for their age, they can share the very few duties I have for them to do and accompany each other to school . . . Yes, I’ll take them both, but I still need a helping hand on the farm. Have you a good strong lad needing a home?’

‘They are over in the fields, dear. Let me take you to see them . . . Amy, Lucy, go to your dormitory and fold all your things into your cases. Don’t dawdle now as you don’t want to hold Mrs Miller up.’

Martha hadn’t moved but stood staring at them. Amy thought she was about thirteen as she was taller by a foot than they were, and overweight. She looked silly with her golden hair tied in bunches each side of her face, in a child’s way.

‘What are you staring at?’

Amy cast her eyes down. Martha put out her foot and stamped on Amy’s. Amy bent double but didn’t cry out. There was something menacing about Martha’s smirk. It seemed to say, ‘Don’t even dare to tell.’

In the dormitory, Lucy plonked on her bed. Tears filled her eyes.

Going to her, Amy told her, ‘It’ll be all right, mate. At least we’ll be together.’

Lucy stood. The hug they went into took some of the loneliness from Amy’s heart. ‘Ta for getting Mrs Miller to like yer, Lucy. I wouldn’t have blamed yer if yer’d have wanted to put yourself in a bad light so as not to be chosen.’

‘I just want us to be together. I never want us to be apart.’

‘Nor me. Come on, let’s get sorted. We’ll look out for one another, and if we work hard, maybe it won’t be so bad.’

When they set off, sitting in the back of a long, flat cart, they were joined by a shy lad who looked as old as Martha. He told them his name was Ivan.

Mrs Miller, Martha and a man driving the horses, who they knew to be Mrs Miller’s husband and Martha’s father from the conversations they were having, sat on a comfy-looking bench at the front of the cart.

They hadn’t gone far when they pulled up at a ramshackle wooden building that had a sign saying General Store.

Mr Miller got down. ‘You three, come with me.’

When they walked inside the store, they found it to be more like a pub. Men sat or stood around a bar drinking.

‘Load that lot on the cart!’

Amy looked at the huge, bulky sacks knowing she couldn’t move even one of them an inch, let alone lift them onto the cart.

Ivan gallantly tackled the nearest one. ‘Give me a hand, girls.’

Both got the bottom corners but couldn’t lift it much. Ivan tugged for all he was worth, his face red with the effort, till gradually they slid it along.

‘Ha! Looks like you got yerself some good workers there, Ralph!’ All the men in the bar roared with laughter. Mr Miller scowled as he looked around at them. His fists clenched. A hush descended. Some of the men shuffled their feet and looked like they wanted to run. Amy felt afraid.

The man behind the bar calmed things. ‘Come and have your beer, Ralph, and you, Phil, and you, Randy, give them kids a hand. There’ll be a drink in it for you.’

With Phil and Randy’s help the goods were soon loaded. Ivan surprised them all by copying the men and mastering the technique of throwing sacks onto his back.

‘You girls sit on the sacks. Go on, you’re useless at anything else.’ Randy gave them a cheeky smile. They giggled and clambered up, snuggling on one of the sacks together. Mrs Miller didn’t turn around or acknowledge anyone. Nor did she complain when what seemed like hours passed and Ralph hadn’t come out of the pub.

Martha did. ‘Ma, when is Pa going to come and take us home? I’m getting cold.’

‘Hush, girl. Don’t complain. Pa works hard, he’s entitled to have his drink and enjoy the company of the men.’

‘I know, but I want to pee.’

Hearing Martha say this, Amy suddenly had the urge to go too, and beside her, Lucy began to wriggle on her bottom. Not for herself, but for Lucy, Amy piped up, ‘Please may we go to the lavatory, Mrs Miller?’

Mrs Miller let out a deep sigh. ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake! Martha, you go and take them with you.’

‘They can go on their own when I come back.’

‘Take them!’

Martha jumped down, her bulk causing dust to rise from the ground. She didn’t wait for them but hurried around to the back of the building. Amy and Lucy found it easy to keep up with her, but couldn’t help giggling at how she waddled when she tried to get ahead.

When they came to a lean-to Martha spoke for the first time. ‘I’ll go first, you keep watch in case one of the men come around.’

When she opened the door, the smell knocked Amy for six and she saw it did Lucy. They both retched.

‘I ain’t going in there, Lucy. Keep watch.’ With this, Amy went around the side of the lean-to, lifted her lifted her skirt and squatted.

She’d just finished relieving herself when Martha came out. ‘What do you think you’re doing? You dirty thing . . . Ma . . . Ma!’

Mrs Miller came running around the corner. ‘What? What’s happening? Are you all right?’

Amy didn’t have enough time to pull her skirt straight. Mrs Miller looked down at the tell-tale wet patch in the dust.

‘You dirty tyke!’ Her vicious slap sent Amy reeling backwards. She landed in her own urine. Lucy cried out in protest. Mrs Miller reeled around. ‘And don’t you dare give backchat! Go into the lavatory and behave like a civilized human being! Go on.’

With this she turned. Amy, feeling dizzy from the slap, tried to get up, but then she saw Martha’s look and saw her take a sly look at her ma’s back before lifting her foot.

Pain shot through Amy’s leg.

Lucy helped her up. Leaning against the wall, her face smarted and her leg burned, but she was determined that Lucy wouldn’t have to go into the stinking lav. ‘I’ll keep a look out, Lucy, luv. They won’t come back, but I’ll call if I hear one of the men coming. Squat just around the corner of the lean-to.’

Misery filled Amy as the horses trundled along for what seemed like miles and miles over rough terrain, but she tried not to show it as she comforted Lucy. Ivan sat on the edge of the cart, his head bent, not uttering a word.

The waft of alcohol came over them as Mr Miller swayed in his seat, his head flopping forward from time to time, until Mrs Miller nudged him when it seemed the horses would take them into the ditch.

On the third time of her doing this, he lifted his hand and swiped Mrs Miller across her head.

‘Pa! Don’t hit Ma like that!’

‘Yer’ll get one in a minute, Little Miss Fatso!’

Martha burst into tears, her sobs loud and overdone.

‘Shurrup, can’t yer. Or I’ll do as I say and put yer across my knee. Yer ma indulges yer too much. If it were up to me, I’d lock yer in yer room and leave yer there for a week. It wouldn’t do yer any harm, girl.’

Amy never thought she would, but she felt pity for Martha. Mr Miller was a pig of a man. But then she felt envy as Mrs Miller gathered Martha to her and rocked her backwards and forwards while she gently stroked her back.

How Amy had longed to have a mum do that to her. As she stared at the scene, she felt a weight on her shoulder. Turning, she saw that Lucy had fallen asleep. Gently manoeuvring her, Amy managed to get Lucy’s head into her lap. Mimicking Mrs Miller, she stroked Lucy’s back. The action felt good and comforted her.

It was dark when they finally pulled up. Lucy woke and stretched herself. Amy tried to, but her limbs were stiff and tired. They waited. Mr Miller, sober now, went up the steps of the wooden house and lit a lamp that hung above the door.

The light showed the building, its many windows reflecting the glow of the lamp.

To Amy, it looked lovely with its net curtains and tied-back drapes and a porch along the front of the house. On this stood a type of swing seat, the like of which she’d never seen before.

‘This way. Bring your stuff.’

Mr Miller’s gruff voice barked this as an order as he came back down the stairs carrying the lamp.

They turned away from the house and followed him down what felt like a muddy path as Amy’s boots squelched under her. She lifted her frock to stop it sweeping the ground but had a job to hold it with needing both hands to keep swapping her case between.

Ahead of them she could see a barn. Once inside Mr Miller said, ‘That’s where you sleep.’ He pointed to an open hatch, accessed by a wooden ladder. They could see that the barn was full of hay bales.

As Mr Miller lit another lamp, he said, ‘Up there. Yer’ll find a blanket each and a bowl. There’s a tap outside to wash yerselves. Mrs Miller is a stickler for cleanliness, so don’t forget to do behind yer ears.’

He laughed, but Amy didn’t see anything funny.

‘I’ll bring a jar of coffee down. Get yerselves sorted, I want yer up sharp in the morning! So, it’ll be lights out when I give you yer hot drink.’

‘I’m hungry, sir.’

Amy felt Lucy quiver as she said this.

Mr Miller hesitated then said, ‘I’ll bring yer a crust each,’ before turning and almost marching away from them.

‘It’s cold, Amy.’

‘It might not be up top, luv. We’ll huddle together and keep each other warm, eh?’

Amy didn’t feel as brave as she sounded. The thought of the darkness above and the unfamiliar calling of birds and creaks of the barn door had spooked her.

‘Come on, you two. Let’s go up, eh? We’ll sort it. But I’m glad yer asked for food, Lucy. I could eat a scabby cat.’

Feeling a bit braver as Ivan said this in a jovial voice, Amy asked, ‘Where’re you from, Ivan?’

‘Me ’ome’s in Bethnal Green. Me mum told the authorities that she couldn’t cope. She has fifteen kids in a one-down, two-up cottage, yer see. She thought they’d help her out, but they took me and two of me brothers into care. The next day I were boarding the ship. Me mum don’t know I’m ’ere, and I don’t know where me brothers are.’

Amy felt his agony in the pit of her stomach. She wanted to put her arms around Ivan. ‘You can write to yer mum, Ivan. Put her mind at rest.’

‘I can’t write.’

As they climbed the ladder, she said, ‘I’ll write for yer then.’

‘And where are yer going to get paper, pen and ink and a stamp from?’

Amy’s heart sank as the impossibility of doing so sank in. How am I going to write to Ruth?

Brushing this thought away as it threatened to undo her, she climbed the last few steps of the ladder and surveyed the loft. In the little light that glowed through the hatch, she saw it had nothing in it other than what Mr Miller had told them: straw, two blankets and an enamel bowl.

‘You should go downstairs while me and Lucy get undressed, Ivan.’

‘I’m going to find somewhere to pee, so don’t worry.’

‘Watch he don’t catch yer,’ Lucy told him. ‘They don’t like us doing it except in a lav.’

‘Well, there ain’t one, is there, eh?’

This sounded a bit gruff to Amy. ‘She’s only telling yer. I’ll ask Mr Miller when he comes back.’

‘I can’t wait that long.’

Amy hoped it was tiredness making Ivan grumpy. She felt sorry for him and determined she’d help him all she could.

When Mr Miller came back, he brought three huge chunks of bread, and a hot can of coffee as promised. The bread was spread with dripping and smelled delicious. He told them there was a bucket around the back they were to use as a lav and were to tip it into the cesspit. ‘Yer nose’ll lead you to that. It’s down the bottom of the field. Just make sure you clean the bucket thoroughly using the tap and the wire brush that hangs next to it.’

With this he left them.

Amy’s spirits fell as he turned the lamp off, and she heard a sob from Lucy.

‘Don’t worry, girls, it’s a full moon. When our eyes get used to it, we’ll be able to see . . . ’Ave a drink out of that can each, then pass it to me,’ Ivan told them, making Amy feel glad that he’d returned to his former self.

It was as he said, the moon did light the loft.

They soon cheered as they drank the bitter liquid that they tolerated to warm them and to quench their thirst, even though it made them grimace.

When they’d finished eating the delicious chunks of bread and dripping, Ivan set about making two beds from the hay, telling them to go to the lav. ‘Don’t worry about using the bucket, squat down outside.’

They did this, both shivering in their nightgowns.

It was when they were huddled up together that Amy felt Lucy’s body shuddering. She could only hold her close as her own fear and sadness trembled through her. But then she heard a muffled sob from Ivan, and felt herself sink into the depths of despair.






Chapter Four


The days and nights seemed the same – drudgery, sparse food, a few swipes around the ear from Mrs Miller and spitefulness from Martha, then little rest as they tried to ease their aching bodies on their beds of hay.

And now a year had passed and here it was, October 1911.

As she worked, cleaning out the back room, which the family called the dining room but was nothing more than a dumping ground for anything they couldn’t be bothered to put away, Amy thought about how she, Lucy and Ivan had somehow managed to get through the year.

Their friendship had sustained them, and it had made her happy to see Ivan and Lucy become close. They chatted for hours, and Ivan had made Lucy pieces of charcoal to draw with. He’d learned how when he’d worked for a blacksmith who’d made it to sell to the schools. He sat for hours after they had settled down, paring the bark off the bits of wood he’d collected during the day. He would put these into a blackened tin, made that way by the many times he’d placed it, full of wood, into the kiln that was lit to boil the pig swill. Magically, when the tin cooled, there were the finished pieces of charcoal inside it.

Lucy was overjoyed with the supply, even though she only had the floorboards to use as a canvas, which they had to hide with hay in case Martha ever saw them and caused trouble. It was something that Amy hated doing as some of the drawings she thought were masterpieces. Especially the portraits of Ivan.

But, for the most part, the year had brought acceptance that life wasn’t what they had dreamed it would be and that they had to make the most of it, doing what they could to avoid the beatings and tending to whichever one was hurt with love and offering comfort.

‘Haven’t you finished in here yet, you lazy English slut?’

Amy’s stomach muscles tightened. She stared at Mrs Miller.

‘Well?’

As she took a quick glance at the clock on the mantelshelf, Amy’s fear deepened. She was shocked to realize that the task had taken her longer than usual. Her heart sank. No matter what she said, she knew it wouldn’t make any difference.

‘Speak to me, girl, or you’ll end up like your idle mate.’

‘Lucy? What have you done to Lucy? Where is she?’

‘She deserved all she got, making eyes at my husband. Letting him paw her.’

‘No! Lucy would never do that. What’s happened?’ Pushing past Mrs Miller, Amy ran towards the barn. ‘Lucy! Lucy!’

Ivan appeared at the barn door. His look of devastation made Amy realize before he spoke that this was worse than usual, but she couldn’t prepare herself for what he told her. ‘She’s hurt bad, Amy. That woman took a stick to her. Said she’d been going with Mr Miller, but she ain’t, Amy. Lucy would never do that.’

Clambering up the ladder to the sound of moans of pain, Amy gasped when she saw the bloodied state of Lucy’s back. Torn almost to ribbons, some of the gashes gaped open, showing her raw flesh.

Falling onto to her knees, she held Lucy’s arm. ‘When did this happen? Why didn’t I hear anything?’

‘Mis-mister Miller . . . he told me to go . . . to the bottom barn . . . Oh, Amy, he tried . . . he kissed me . . . and touched me . . . and I screamed and kicked him . . . Martha came. Her . . . her dad was on his knees as I’d caught him in his privates. She went screaming across the yard. And then . . . Mrs Miller . . . Oh, Amy, she beat me. She . . . she used a thin stick!’

‘No! Oh, Lucy, I didn’t hear anything. I was in the back of the house. I’ll go and get a jug of water, luv. We’ll clean you up and make you feel better, eh?’

Amy’s heart thudded in her chest as she went towards the water pump. How could this happen to such a delicate soul? Because that’s what Lucy was. Yes, she’d developed rapidly since they’d been here. Her breasts had grown, and her shape had changed, making her appear to be a young woman rather than a young girl. Her clothes stretched over her curves which were accentuated by her tiny waist. And yet, she hadn’t lost her slender gracefulness. To Amy, she was how she imagined a fairy would be – beautiful and almost as if she wasn’t of this world.

To think of Lucy’s fragility being spoiled by the rotten Mr Miller and her hurting was too much to bear. Men were pigs and she never wanted to be touched by one again.

These thoughts left her when she returned with the water as shock zinged through her at the sight of Lucy trembling violently. Froth foamed around her mouth.

‘LUCY!’

The sound of footsteps on the ladder steadied Amy, until she saw Mr Miller’s head appear. ‘Is she all right?’

Amy’s temper boiled over. ‘Yer a pig . . . A pig!’ Without thinking, she kicked out at him but then was horror struck to see him reel backwards and disappear. The crash of him and the ladder landing made her sick with fear but when she looked down and saw him get up and shake his fist at her, she filled with defiance and stuck her tongue out at him.

‘No . . . Amy, no . . . Don’t . . . he’ll beat you . . . Oh, help me . . . please, help me.’

‘It’s all right, Lucy. I’ll help yer, luv.’ Glad to see the froth had dripped onto the floor and there was no more of it, though Lucy’s body still shook, Amy felt torn between warming her up and making her even colder by bathing her back. She decided she must clean the jagged wounds, so gritted her teeth, gently bathed the cuts and picked out little splinters of wood.

Awash with tears, as Lucy sobbed and begged her to stop, she ripped the sheet that they were now allowed and covered the wounds, afraid as she did that she might not have cleaned them enough, but knowing she could not put Lucy through any more.

Lying down beside her, she gently stroked Lucy’s hair. Her curls, now damp with sweat, sprang back into coils with each touch.

‘Did . . . I mean, did he do that thing to yer, luv?’

‘No . . . Oh, Amy, it was awful. The taste of him when he kissed me . . . he made me retch. And his hands . . . he – he kept saying that soon it wouldn’t just be his hands touching me and that I would like it, but I didn’t, Amy, I hated it and wanted him to stop. It was when . . . he . . . he put his hand up me skirt that I kicked out. I – I couldn’t stop, Amy. He was on the floor crying, but I couldn’t stop kicking him. Then Martha appeared . . . She screamed at him . . . she said . . . I – I heard her say . . . that she was his girl. That . . . that he shouldn’t do those things to anyone but her!’

‘What? Yer mean, he’s been interfering with Martha . . . his own daughter?’

‘Yes . . . She was hysterical. She said he’d told her that there was no one else. That she was better than her ma!’

Amy felt shocked to her core. For a moment, she pitied Martha, but then hated her even more for allowing what she and Lucy had fought against and had had forced on them. Then, seeing the sweat on Lucy’s brow, she put that out of her mind. ‘Don’t think about it all now, luv. You’ll be ill. We have to be stronger than them. If we give in, we’ll be lost.’

‘I want to leave here, Amy. We could run away during the night.’

‘Where would we go? How would we live?’

‘Just go till we come to another farm. We know how all of the farms are crying out for workers.’

‘What about Ivan?’

‘He’ll come. We . . . we’ve talked about it – planned it even.’

This shocked Amy and made her feel left out and, yes, alone. Would they have gone and left her?

The sound of screams took these thoughts away and replaced them with fear. This deepened when Ivan appeared, his face ghastly white, his voice shaking . . . ‘He’s killed her!’

Amy stared at him.

‘He’s killed Martha. She were going mad at him . . . he hit out at her . . . she fell . . . her ’ead cracked open . . . her eyes just stared. Mrs Miller’s fainted and . . . and he’s gone!’

Lucy’s sobs brought Amy out of the stupor that hearing all this had put her in and made her face the reality of it as Lucy cried, ‘I want to go . . . Ivan, take me away from here.’

Ivan hurried over and kneeled beside Lucy. His voice gentle, his hand touching her hair, he told her, ‘We’ll go as soon as yer better, luv . . . Yer’ll come an’ all, won’t yer, Amy?’

Amy nodded. She went to ask when, but sobs of, ‘Help me! Help me,’ drew her to the hatch. There on the ground, on her knees, was a different Mrs Miller – broken, begging of them to do something.

Ivan took charge. ‘I’m coming.’ As he went down the ladder he said, ‘Yer’ll ’ave to send for the doctor, Mrs Miller . . . Amy, come and ’elp me, we need to get Martha inside.’

Amy obeyed but didn’t want to. Her mind screamed against seeing the dead Martha, or helping the hateful Mrs Miller, but for all that, it was the decent thing to do, so she went without protest. ‘I’ll be back soon, Lucy, luv. Try to sleep, eh? Everything’ll be all right. I promise.’

Martha’s body lay across the entrance to the kitchen. There was a scraper for boots just outside the door and Amy could see that Martha had fallen onto this. Her face looked ugly and distorted and as if made of wax. Amy had the urge to scream at her that she’d got her just deserts, but instead lifted her legs as Ivan instructed. The weight of them bent her double. ‘I can’t, Ivan. She’s too heavy for me.’

‘We can’t leave her out ’ere.’ He turned to the sobbing Mrs Miller. ‘Yer’ll have to ’elp us, missus. We’ll need to drag her.’

Amy didn’t like the sound of this. ‘But that’ll scrape all her skin off, Ivan. Why don’t we cover her up and get the doctor and some help, eh?’

Seeming to calm a little, Mrs Miller told him, ‘Take the pony and trap and head for town. Get the police! Tell them he did it. Tell them he’s gone, and to go after him as he’ll head south. They need to catch him before he gets to the border.’

Ivan didn’t argue. He ran across the yard and within minutes reappeared with the horse and trap. Amy stared after him, wanting to call him back, feeling afraid now she was left with Mrs Miller, but he disappeared into a cloud of dust.

‘You’ve caused this! You and that other one! You drove my Ralph mad, you lured him away from me with flaunting yourselves . . . Oh, my baby, my Martha. She couldn’t bear it. She loved her da.’

Wanting to scream at her that it was Martha who’d taken her husband and lain with her own da, and that none of it was their doing, Amy stopped herself as she could see the deep grief and shock this woman was in. ‘I’ll make yer a hot coffee, eh? It might help yer.’

Turning and going into the kitchen, Amy heard Mrs Miller’s wails turn to a kind of chanting of Martha’s name. She prayed that, concentrating on her daughter, Mrs Miller would forget her anger.

As she lifted the jug of hot coffee off the stove, the smell of it made her want to retch. She’d never taken to it and longed for a decent cup of tea, but Mrs Miller said it was too expensive and only kept for visitors.

Sighing, Amy turned to pour the coffee into the mugs that always stood on the sideboard next to the stove. A shadow caught her eye. A kind of growl made her jump. She dropped the jug. Hot coffee splashed on her legs; scolding pains seared her. Mrs Miller looked like the devil as she lunged at her with the copper stick they used to agitate the washing and lift it from the tub. Amy stepped to the side, but the blow caught her shoulder, sending an excruciating pain shooting down her arm. Dodging around the table and out of the door, she ran for all she was worth to the barn and climbed the ladder faster than she ever had done. With the screams of the mad woman ringing in her ears, she closed the trapdoor and sat on it.

Lucy’s large eyes stared out at her.

‘She can’t get to us, Lucy, don’t worry, luv.’ But the sound of the iron bar that kept the hatch closed during the day being shoved into place struck a terror into her. She and Lucy were trapped!

They huddled together as best they could with the pain that Lucy was in. Amy prayed that Ivan wouldn’t be long, but knew it took over an hour to do the trip to the shanty town that stood on the side of the lake.

It was then that she smelled burning. Panic rose in her. Terror gripped her as if a vice had been clamped around her chest. She couldn’t breathe.

Lucy stirred, then coughed.

They both stared at the tendrils of smoke seeping through the edges of the hatch. It was then that cackling laughter sounded and they heard a strange chant. ‘Burn, you witches, burn!’

‘Put the blanket over the hatch, Amy. Stop the smoke getting to us.’

‘But . . . Oh God, Lucy, all the dry hay . . . the wooden barn . . .’

‘Don’t. Amy, luv, we must stay calm. Think . . . Wait a minute, the knife Ivan uses to shave the bark off the sticks is under his blanket. Get it, Amy! See if there’s anything you can do with it to get us out . . . The walls are wood – see if you can prise a panel open.’

Following Lucy’s instructions, Amy threw the blanket over the hatch, then remembered the remaining water in the jug. She doused the blanket with it, hoping that might help.

With the knife in her hand now, she frantically looked around, not sure what to do. Her eyes fell on the place where Ivan had nailed a piece of wood over a hole in the wall to stop the draughts. Desperately she hacked away at it till she could put her hand through and then tugged the panel with all her might. A creak gave her hope, but it didn’t budge enough for them to get through.

The floor beneath her felt hot. Fear sent her running to the other side of the barn. Here some old skins hung. She pulled at them. One came down. Relief flooded her as she saw a handle. Grabbing it, she couldn’t move it . . . ‘It’s a door, Lucy, but it’s locked!’

Lucy whimpered. The sound triggered Amy’s anger. She kicked out again and again at the door. Behind her the loft began to fill with smoke. Her throat burned. Panic spurred her on. One almighty shove with her least painful shoulder and it gave way but with such suddenness she almost fell through it.

Relief was soon replaced with horror as the rush of air ignited the heat into flames.

Roaring, creeping flames.

Agonized cries of, ‘Lucy, Lucy!’ felt futile as she watched in horror the ball of flames engulf her beloved friend, then seem to thunder towards her, searing her with unbearable heat. She turned and jumped.

The ground gave no mercy. Pain shot through her already bruised shoulder. A crack hailed a desperate pain in her arm. But the heat spurred her on as the sparks that spat at her stung her body and forced her to roll away and keep rolling till she was out of range. Then it happened. The roof of the barn collapsed, and Amy knew that she would never see the beautiful, kind, talented Lucy again. It was all too much to bear. She allowed the blackness that threatened to enclose her take her into its peace.

When she came to, she was lying on a soft bed. Above her the ornate ceiling with its swirls and lovely chandelier made her think of Lucy. ‘Lucy?’

‘Hush, Amy, yer in Mrs Miller’s room. We can’t find Lucy . . . What happened? She ain’t . . .?’

The scene came back to her. She opened her mouth to scream, but nothing came out.

‘Oh, Amy, what happened? How did the barn catch fire?’

‘Mrs . . . Mrs Miller.’

‘She’s dead. Hung herself. Tell me where Lucy is.’

Amy turned her head. Ivan’s face was full of pain. ‘She . . . The fire . . . It . . . it wrapped around her . . . Oh, Ivan, help me!’

‘No . . . no, Amy . . . no!’

‘I – I found a door . . . She’d locked us in . . . behind the skins . . .’

‘Amy, you ain’t making sense. What door? Who locked you in?’

‘Mrs Miller. She went mad. I ran . . .’

Amy couldn’t stop the torrent of words pouring from her as she related every detail. When she came to the end of the telling, she lay back exhausted.

‘Let me examine her, son.’

The kindly voice gave her hope. Another voice said, ‘Well, it sounds like it happened as we said. Ralph was always saying his wife had mad bouts. He feared her when she did as she seemed to turn into the devil.’ Then a cough, followed by, ‘Are yer sure it was Ralph – Mr Miller – who hit his daughter? He was very fond of her, and it seems more likely it was Mrs Miller did it, given what has been said.’

Ivan didn’t answer. Amy wanted to shout that it was Mr Miller. That the love he had for his daughter wasn’t natural, but a pain in her arm made her scream.

‘You’ve broken your arm, my dear, and probably a few ribs too. It will hurt while I set it in place, then it will feel more comfortable. Bite on this.’

Something that tasted like dirty leather was shoved into Amy’s mouth. She spluttered, tried to remove it, but then a pain much worse than any she’d had made her bite down on it. Her scream rasped her tonsils.

Unable to take any more, she went back into the blackness only to be dogged for hours by nightmarish dreams.

This time when she woke she felt a hand holding hers. She turned her head. Ivan’s tear-stained face looked haggard. He sniffed and wiped his sleeve over his cheeks. ‘Yer awake then?’

For some reason this made Amy smile.

‘It’s just us, Amy. Me and you. We’re ’ere on our own. The police are looking for Ralph and they say we can stay till they find him, but in the meantime, they will contact Mrs Peterson of Marchmont Home to get us some new places.’

‘I don’t want to go to another, I just want to go home, or to stay with Mrs Peterson.’

‘Yer can’t, Amy, luv. I asked the policeman to tell her we wanted to stay together . . . You do want to stay with me, don’t yer?’
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