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  One




  June 1910




   




  ‘You’re not going to leave us here? Not in this place?’ Meg turned her wide green eyes accusingly on her father. ‘You can’t.’




  Beyond the black wrought-iron gates, the three-storey, red-brick building surrounded by high walls was an ominous threat. Its regimented rows of windows were like watching eyes. The young girl,

  face like a thunderstorm, wild long red hair, glanced at her mother, willing her to say something. But Sarah’s pale face was expressionless, her eyes dull with defeat. Her thin frame drooped

  with weariness, yet she held one arm protectively around the mound of her belly. Sarah’s time was near and she was anxious to have a decent place for her confinement. Despite their dire

  circumstances, Sarah didn’t want to lose this baby. She’d lost so many that even the humiliation of the workhouse was better than giving birth in a ditch. Beside her, five-year-old

  Bobbie sucked his thumb and said nothing. He gripped his mother’s hand tightly, his huge brown eyes glancing nervously between his sister and father.




  Reuben Kirkland passed his hand wearily across his brow. ‘I’ve no choice, Meggie. I’m sorry, we’ve nowhere else to go and till I can find work again . . .’ His

  voice trailed away and he avoided meeting his daughter’s belligerent gaze.




  Reuben’s sudden dismissal from his work as a wagoner at Middleditch Farm had come as a shock to all the family, but Meg was the only one who had dared to voice her indignation. Sarah had

  said nothing.




  ‘Why, Dad?’ Meg had challenged him the previous evening when, still in their cosy tied cottage, Reuben had brought home the devastating news. ‘What’s happened? And what

  about me?’ Meg worked for the farmer’s wife in the dairy, but she helped with outdoor work too, at haymaking and harvest and at potato-picking time. ‘Am I to go an’

  all?’




  Wordlessly, Reuben had nodded.




  Meg bit her lip, casting about in her mind. Was it her fault? Had she done something wrong, something so dreadful that her whole family were being put out of their home? Eyes downcast, Reuben

  had muttered bitterly, ‘It’s the missis. Got her knife into me, she has. The mester’d’ve been all right, but her with her tittle-tattling.’ He had spat the last words

  out with unusual viciousness.




  Fresh hope had surged in Meg as she cried out eagerly, ‘But what about Miss Alice? She’s my friend. Her dad’d listen to her. She’ll not let him turn us out.’




  Her father had refused to listen. He’d turned away towards the back door, wrenched it open and disappeared through it. Meg had stared after him. Then she’d felt her mother’s

  light touch on her arm. ‘Leave it, love,’ Sarah had said softly, speaking for the first time.




  Why? Why? Why? Meg had wanted to scream. But her mother’s pinched face and tear-filled eyes had stilled her angry outburst. Instead, she’d been sorely tempted to run to the

  farmhouse, to bang on the door and demand to be told the reason for her father’s dismissal. And, more importantly, her own. She was sure there had been nothing wrong when she’d left the

  dairy earlier that evening. The mistress – Mrs Mabel Smallwood – was a hard employer. She was strict and humourless, but she’d never been cruel or unjust.




  Meg couldn’t understand the sudden, soul-destroying change in their fortunes. How had they come to this? A sorry little group in the pale light of early summer, standing outside imposing

  gates. The workhouse lay on the outskirts of the small town of South Monkford, the nearest place to Middleditch Farm and the home they had been obliged to leave. They’d left at dawn, tramping

  the five miles here. As they walked, the rising sun heralded a warm day. Pale pink wild roses dappled the hedgerows and elderflower bushes were laden with their heavy cream blossom. Birds flew

  overhead in frantic frenzy to feed their young. But Meg saw none of it.




  ‘Why can’t we look for work?’ the girl persisted, in no mood to ‘leave it’ as her mother suggested. ‘You and me, Dad? There must be something. It’s

  shearing time. There must be plenty of work—’




  ‘I’m a wagoner, Meg. ’Osses is all I know about. What would I know about sheep?’




  ‘But—’




  ‘We’ve been sacked without a reference. Both of us.’




  Meg gasped. That was the worst thing that could possibly happen. New employers always, but always, demanded a reference from the previous master or mistress. Without it, finding work was almost

  impossible except for the most menial, disgusting of jobs.




  Like in the workhouse.




  Standing at the gate, which seemed to the young girl like the bars of a prison, Meg shuddered. ‘Why, Dad?’ she whispered, once more searching her mind for something – anything

  – she might have done wrong. ‘What’s happened? It’s not because of me, is it?’




  She knew she was often pert and saucy, but the mistress wouldn’t dismiss the whole family just because the dairymaid was a bit cheeky sometimes, would she? More than likely, Mabel

  Smallwood would have let Meg feel the back of her hand.




  Then a far more worrying thought came into the girl’s mind.




  ‘You’re a bad influence on my lass,’ Mrs Smallwood had said more than once. ‘She should be making friends of her own age. Nice girls who aren’t fluttering their

  eyelashes at the farm lads half the time.’




  ‘Alice talks to the farmhands, missis,’ Meg would begin defiantly. Wasn’t it from Alice that Meg had learned to laugh and flirt with the boys? ‘So why can’t

  I?’




  ‘I’ll hear no more of that sort of talk from you, miss. My Alice is different. She knows how to behave, knows where to draw the line. I can trust my Alice.’ Her tone implied

  that she did not trust Meg. ‘But how can you know at your age? Fifteen, indeed! Playing with fire, my girl, that’s what you are. You’ll come to a bad end, if you don’t watch

  out. You mark my words.’




  Remembering all this, Meg, suddenly afraid, asked her father, ‘Is it to do with Alice? Is it because I’m friends with Alice and the missis doesn’t like it?’




  Beside her, Sarah gave a little sob and covered her mouth with her fingers. Reuben glared at Meg for an instant and then his gaze fell away. He turned towards his wife. ‘I’m sorry,

  Sarah. Truly. I – I will come back for you. But I must get right away from here so – so that I can find work. You do understand, don’t you?’




  White-faced, Sarah lifted her head slowly and stared back at him. She bit her lip so hard that she drew blood, but she made no gesture of understanding. Her eyes held only suffering and silent

  reproach.




  Meg gasped. Her mother’s look was directed, not at her as she had feared, but at Reuben. Sarah held her husband entirely responsible for their predicament. Meg pressed her lips together,

  making her firm jawline even more pronounced with new determination. ‘Well, you needn’t think we’re going in there, Dad, cos we’re not. I’m going back to the farm.

  I’m going to see Miss Alice. She’ll speak up for us. I know she will.’




  She started to turn away but her father’s hand shot out and gripped her arm. ‘You’ll do no such thing, girl. You’ll go in there with your mam and your brother and

  you’ll look after them. You hear me?’




  Meg gaped at him and twisted her arm free. ‘You’re hurting me.’




  Reuben was at once contrite. ‘I’m sorry, love—’ He rubbed his forehead distractedly. ‘I just don’t know which way to turn. Now, be a good girl, Meggie, and

  take care of your mam and Bobbie. Will you do that for me, eh?’ His brown eyes were pleading with her. He touched her face gently and Meg was lost.




  ‘Oh, Dad!’ She flung herself against him, hugging him. Muffled against him she said, ‘You will come back for us, won’t you? Promise?’




  For a brief moment, Reuben held her close whilst Meg clung to him. She felt his chest heave beneath her cheek, heard the gulping sound in his throat, but then, without warning, he tore himself

  from her, turned and stumbled away.




  ‘Dad,’ Meg cried, ‘Dad, don’t go. Don’t leave us . . .’ But Reuben hurried on and though the forlorn little family stood staring after him, not once did he

  look back.




  





  Two




  The small, whitewashed cottage on Middleditch Farm, owned by George Smallwood, had been home to the Kirkland family for the past three years. Meg’s childhood had been

  punctuated by moves almost every year as her father shifted from farm to farm. With a new home in a strange place, a different school where she was cast adrift in a playground full of strangers

  with scarcely a friendly face amongst them, Meg had learned early to rely on no one but herself. Often she had been the butt of bullies, the object of ridicule for her bright red hair and her

  second-hand clothes.




  ‘Look at carrot tops,’ some boy would tease, pulling her red curls. The name would be taken up by them all – even the girls.




  ‘A’ them clothes your mam’s hand-me-downs?’ A jeering ring would form around her in the playground and the laughter and the pointing would begin. ‘Look at ’er

  shoes. Reckon they’re ’er dad’s.’




  ‘I’ve seen better shoes on ’osses.’




  That most of the other children were similarly dressed to Meg didn’t seem to matter. She was the new girl, the object of derision, fair game for the bullies.




  As a little girl Meg had worked hard to become one of them, to earn friends, but as she grew older she learned not to care. She would stick her nose in the air and make some scathing retort. She

  became handy with her fists and many a time a harassed teacher had to prevent the red-haired she cat from pulling the hair of her opponent out by its roots. But at the age of ten Meg learned

  another way to deal with the taunts and jibes. She joined in the teasing directed at herself. She was the first to say, ‘This is me mam’s old skirt –’ then she would pull a

  wry face and add – ‘and you should see the bloomers I have to wear.’ Instead of using her fists, Meg used her lively wit. She would laugh the loudest at herself, but behind the

  laughter in her green eyes, there was a hint of steel. Meg was learning fast how to stand on her own two feet in an unkind world.




  There was only one reason why Meg was still goaded into using her fists now and then – if anyone dared to tease little Bobbie. Then his assailant would end up with a bloody nose and

  running to his mother.




  ‘She hit me. That big girl hit me.’




  Meg would clench her fists, narrow her eyes and, gritting her teeth, turn to face the irate mother.




  ‘You’re old enough to know better than to hit a little chap half your size.’




  ‘Then your little chap shouldn’t hit my brother.’




  ‘My Arthur wouldn’t do a thing like that.’




  ‘Then why has Bobbie got a black eye?’




  ‘ ’Spect you did it and you’re trying to put the blame on someone else.’




  Meg would take a step closer and the older woman would back away, intimidated by the young firebrand. ‘I never hit my brother.’




  ‘All right, all right, but you leave my Arthur alone.’




  ‘I will.’ Then Meg would add ominously, ‘As long as he leaves our Bobbie alone, an’ all.’




  When Meg was twelve, Reuben found work as head wagoner to George Smallwood and brought his family to the cottage that came with the job. Reuben was good with horses, loved them and understood

  them. Meg loved them too, the way the huge shires shook their great heads, snorted and stamped their heavy hooves. She loved their power, their might.




  ‘You’d make a good wagoner, Meggie,’ her father told her proudly and then spoilt it by adding, ‘if only you were a lad.’




  Meg did not go back to school. She was old enough now to be employed on the same farm and soon she was under Mrs Mabel Smallwood’s eagle eye in the dairy. But Meg had never known such

  happiness and contentment. She worked hard, though she rarely earned even the most grudging praise from the farmer’s wife.




  And at last she found a real friend in the Smallwoods’ daughter.




  Although Alice – buxom, fair-haired, blue-eyed and pink-cheeked – was five years older than Meg, she was kind to the young girl. There were no girls of a similar age to Alice on the

  neighbouring farms, so the two were thrown together even in their spare time. Though there was not much of that for either of them, Meg thought wryly. Alice took Meg to the big church in South

  Monkford every Sunday morning. They knelt together demurely during the service, but on the walk home Meg watched as Alice smiled coyly at the youths gathered near the church wall, laughing and

  talking whilst they watched the girls parading in their Sunday best.




  ‘Come for a walk with us, Alice.’ One spotty-faced youth was a particular admirer, but Alice only tossed her hair and stuck her nose in the air. ‘What? With you, Harry

  Warner?’




  The young man grinned. ‘I was all right to walk out with last Sunday.’




  Alice laughed her tinkling laugh and dimpled her cheeks. ‘That was last week.’




  ‘Oho, someone else, is there?’ He pressed his hand to his chest. ‘My heart is broken.’




  ‘I’m sure Lizzie Lucas will help it mend.’




  ‘Lizzie Lucas means nothing to me.’




  ‘That’s not what I’ve heard.’ Tossing her hair, Alice linked her arm through Meg’s and, with a cheery wave to all the watching youths, walked down the lane,

  swinging her hips. Meg, too, turned, grinned saucily at the lads and then tried to copy Alice’s provocative walk.




  Middleditch Farm lay in the rolling countryside of east Nottinghamshire. The nearest town was South Monkford, with narrow streets of shops and a market held on Wednesdays and Saturdays. On the

  outskirts was a racecourse that was becoming quite famous and it was George Smallwood’s ambition to own a racehorse one day.




  ‘You’ll look after it for me, Kirkland,’ the farmer would say, clapping Reuben on the back. ‘We’ll rear a winner, eh?’




  And several times a year, when there was a big meeting on, George and his wagoner would disappear for a day at the races. On those days Meg would lie in her bed at night under the eaves and

  listen to her father stumbling about in the room below when he arrived home late and much the worse for drink. Her mother would be tight-lipped for days afterwards, but there was little Sarah could

  do about it when it was their employer who was the ringleader in such escapades.




  The family’s three years at Middleditch Farm had been the longest they had stayed anywhere that Meg could remember. And they had certainly been the happiest years for her. But suddenly,

  disastrously, that had all changed. And Meg was very much afraid that somehow it was all her fault.




  Had Mabel Smallwood found out about last Sunday’s picnic, when she and Alice had taken sandwiches, cakes and beer into the recreation ground beyond the church? They had sat on the grass in

  the sunshine, talking dreamily about the kind of man they’d like to marry, when they’d been startled by two youths from the town whom Alice knew vaguely.




  ‘Well, well, well, if it isn’t the lovely Alice Smallwood. And who’s this?’ The taller of the two young men had turned his attention to Meg, but it had been Alice who had

  invited the lads to join their picnic. The four youngsters had had a merry afternoon. There’d been a little flirting, a little horseplay and when they parted in the early evening, a chaste

  kiss. Though it had all been innocent enough, Mrs Smallwood wouldn’t think so. And, Meg thought fearfully, she would not blame her own daughter. In her eyes, Alice could do no wrong. No, the

  mistress would lay any blame squarely on Meg’s head. But without going back to Middleditch Farm, there was little Meg could do to find out if this was the reason for their sudden

  dismissal.




  One day, the young girl vowed, I will find out. And I’ll tell Mrs Mabel Smallwood exactly what I think of her – and her precious daughter. For what hurt Meg more than

  anything was the growing realization that, whatever had happened to cause this catastrophe, Alice – her dear friend and confidante – had not spoken up for her.




  That hurt the young girl much more than the fact that she and her mother and brother had now to enter the much-feared workhouse.




  Lifting her head with a show of defiance, Meg said, ‘Come on, Mam – Bobbie. We’d best go and knock at the door.’




  She pushed open the heavy gate and marched up a long, straight path leading through an orchard and neatly cultivated vegetable gardens. Sarah, with Bobbie holding her hand, trailed listlessly

  behind her. They passed between high walls surrounding yards on either side of the main entrance at the front of the building and then climbed wide, stone steps to the white pillared door. Meg rang

  the bell. Somewhere deep inside they heard a faint clanging. It seemed an age until the door was thrown open and the biggest man whom Meg had ever seen stood there looking down on them.




  Isaac Pendleton, master of South Monkford workhouse, was six feet tall with a girth that seemed almost the same measurement. A large, bulbous nose dominated his florid face. His lips were fleshy

  and wet and heavy jowls bulged out over the starched white collar. His dark hair, greying at the temples, was thinning and smoothed over his crown in a vain attempt to cover advancing baldness. Yet

  his eyes seemed kindly.




  ‘What’s this? What’s this? Ragamuffins knocking at my front door?’ His voice was as large as his frame, deep and resonant. He was dressed in a dark, sober suit, but a

  multi-coloured waistcoat, stretched tightly over his ample chest, lightened his otherwise sombre appearance. Looped across it was a gold watch chain. It was as if his position demanded that he

  dress with sobriety and authority, yet his waistcoat revealed a more flamboyant side to his nature.




  Sarah quailed and Bobbie shrank against his mother’s skirts, but Meg stood her ground and gazed boldly up at him. She opened her mouth, but before she could speak the master boomed,

  ‘Round the back with you. You’ll find someone there to direct you.’ He seemed about to shut the door in their faces, but then he hesitated. His gaze roamed over Meg’s face

  and hair.




  ‘By,’ he murmured, ‘but you’ll be a beauty one day an’ no mistake.’ Then his glance went beyond Meg to Sarah’s face.




  Though at present she was pale with distress and heavy with child, Isaac Pendleton, who prided himself on being a veritable connoisseur of women, could see beyond Sarah’s temporary

  weariness. She was undoubtedly feeling humiliated too, he thought, at having to present herself at his door, but she was a pretty, gentle-looking creature with lovely eyes.




  Isaac smiled. ‘My dear lady, pray come in.’ He bent closer, as if sharing a confidence. ‘We’ll break the rules for once, shall we? This is the main door to the

  guardians’ meeting room and to my apartments. It’s not normally used by the – er – inmates. But come in – come in.’ He extended a long arm and ushered the

  reluctant little family inside.




  Isaac Pendleton was not at all what Meg had expected the workhouse master to be like. From the imposing look of the building’s walls and windows from the outside, she’d expected the

  man in charge to be as threatening, treating people down on their luck as idle, good-for-nothings. Yet this man was leading them down a room, past the long, polished table to a door at the far end

  on the left-hand side. Reaching it, he paused and turned. Putting his finger to his lips, he chuckled, ‘Now, not a word to the others, mind, else they’ll all expect to use the front

  door. Go through here and out of the door on the right into the yard and then to the buildings on the far side. That’s the way you should have come in.’ He beamed benevolently down at

  them. ‘The porter’s lodge is at the end near the entrance gate. See old Albert Conroy. He’ll admit you and then arrange for someone to take you to the bath room and fit you out

  with uniforms.’ He took Sarah’s hand and raised it to his lips. ‘Don’t fret, my dear lady. You’ll be well looked after here. You and your little ones.’




  For the first time since Reuben had brought home the dreadful news, Sarah managed a weak smile. ‘You’re very kind,’ she murmured and a faint tinge of pink touched her pale

  cheeks.




  





  Three




  They crossed the yard towards a door in the high wall – the door by which they should have entered the workhouse. Near it, at the end of a row of buildings, was the

  porter’s lodge. As they approached, an old man appeared. He was scowling at them, his bushy white eyebrows drawn together. Several days’ growth of grizzled beard gave him the look of an

  unkempt tramp. His clothes, crumpled and threadbare, hung loosely on him.




  ‘And where might you three ’ave come from? I didn’t see you come in.’ His voice was gruff and accusing. He walked with a limp that gave him a curious rolling gait, like a

  sailor who has just stepped ashore after weeks at sea.




  Bobbie cowered behind Sarah, burying his face against her skirt. ‘Mam,’ he wailed. ‘Mammy!’




  Surprised, the old man looked down him. ‘No need for that, little feller. I ain’t gonna hurt yer.’ His voice, though still growly, was now kindly.




  Meg stepped forward, protective of her little brother as ever, protective now of her mother too. ‘We came to the wrong door,’ Meg explained and treated him to her most winning smile,

  ‘but we’ve been told to report to you. Are you Mr Conroy?’




  The old man stared at her for a minute. White-haired, wizened and crippled with arthritis, Albert Conroy lived out his existence in the lodge near the workhouse’s back gate, by which the

  inmates entered and left. Each night it was Albert who admitted the vagrants and directed them to the bath room. From there they went to the casual ward, where they were allowed a meal and to stay

  overnight in return for several hours’ work the following day. And it was Albert who saw other folks enter the building, never to leave again until they were carried out in a plain, rough

  pauper’s coffin.




  Few stayed to talk to old Albert and even fewer gave him the courtesy of addressing him by name. And now here was this pretty little thing calling him ‘Mr Conroy’ just as if he were

  some toff in fancy clothes. He rubbed the back of his hand across his nose and mouth and sniffed. He tried a toothless smile, but found he had almost forgotten how to summon one up.




  ‘Aye, I am.’ His voice quavered. ‘Long time since anyone called me “Mr Conroy”.’ He paused and then added wistfully, ‘Time was when I was

  “Albert” to mi friends, but now it’s just “Conroy” or just “eh-up, you”.’




  Meg put her head on one side. ‘Wouldn’t it sound cheeky of someone like me to call you by your Christian name?’




  Albert’s eyes watered. ‘Nah. Not a bit. I’d – I’d like to be called Albert by a pretty young wench like you.’




  Meg held out her hand. ‘Albert it is, then. I’m Meg Kirkland and this is my mam and my little brother, Bobbie.’




  The smile, long unused, quivered on his mouth and his voice was unsteady as he said, ‘Pleased to meet yer, mi duck, though I’m sorry to see you in a place like this.’




  ‘We won’t be here long,’ Meg said, forcing a cheerfulness she didn’t feel for the sake of her mother and Bobbie. ‘But as you can see –’ she gestured

  towards her mother’s obvious condition – ‘mi mam needs somewhere to stay.’ Then she added quickly, ‘Mi dad’s gone to look for work and then he’ll be coming

  back to fetch us.’




  For a moment the old man looked doubtful, but then he said, ‘Aye, course he will, mi duck, course he will.’ More briskly, he added, ‘Now, let’s get down to business . .

  .’




  They followed Albert into the porter’s lodge, a grand-sounding name for what turned out to be one small, square room where the old man obviously lived.




  ‘They let me sleep here and eat here,’ he said with a note of pride, as if to live in this cold, sparsely furnished room was a privilege. Perhaps it was, Meg thought, for him, though

  she couldn’t imagine a harsher fate than to end her days in such a way.




  Just inside the door of his lodge was a table and open upon it was a ledger. A list of names was neatly written in copperplate script on each page. Albert picked up a pen and, poised to write,

  looked up at Meg. ‘Now, tell me your full names, starting with yer mam.’




  He wrote down the information with painfully slow deliberation, yet he was justifiably proud of the finished result. He asked a few more questions and then stood back, looking down with

  satisfaction at the neat rows of writing.




  ‘It’s beautiful handwriting,’ Meg said.




  ‘I allus did have a good hand,’ Albert murmured. ‘And I like to keep mi book nice. The guardians always ask to see it when they ’ave one of their meetings here. I teks it

  across to the committee room and the master shows them it.’




  ‘I wish I could write like that,’ Meg said.




  ‘Oh, it’s just practice, that’s all,’ the old man said modestly, but Meg could tell he was gratified by her praise. ‘Right, now I’d better get her ladyship to

  tek you to the bath room and so on.’




  ‘Who’s “her ladyship”?’




  Albert guffawed wheezily. ‘Waters.’




  ‘Is she in charge?’




  ‘She’d like to think she is. Nah. She’s an inmate – just like me. Mind you, the silly woman ’ad the chance to leave years ago, but wouldn’t.’




  ‘Wouldn’t leave?’ Meg was incredulous. ‘Why ever not?’




  ‘Ah, well now, it was like this—’ He seemed about to launch into a long story, but one glance at Sarah’s face, white with fatigue, changed his mind. ‘Mebbe

  I’ll tell you all about it one day, but now I reckon you’d best get yer mam settled. She looks fair done in. Ah, here comes Waters. How that woman knows when there’s new folks

  arrived beats me, but she always does. Nowt seems to get past her beady eyes.’




  The woman coming across the yard towards them was more what Meg had imagined those in authority in the workhouse might be. Thin-faced with a beak-like nose and small, ferret eyes, she snapped,

  ‘How did you get in? I saw you coming across the yard.’




  ‘We came in the other way. Sorry,’ Meg smiled winningly, trying not to let slip that they’d come in by the front door. ‘We saw a gentleman who told us where to

  come.’




  Waters looked puzzled and Meg hurried on, explaining. ‘He was very tall and – and big, but he was ever so nice and—’




  The woman’s eyes widened. ‘Mr Pendleton? You saw Mr Pendleton?’




  ‘I don’t know his name, but he was very kind.’




  ‘It must have been Mr Pendleton.’ Then Waters gave a start, her mind obviously working fast. ‘You – you don’t mean you went to the front door?’ she asked,

  appalled by the newcomers’ audacity.




  ‘Er – well,’ Meg stammered.




  ‘What Miss Pendleton’ll say, I don’t know,’ Waters muttered, sniffing her disapproval.




  ‘The man – Mr Pendleton – didn’t seem to mind,’ Meg insisted. ‘He was very nice about it. Who is he?’




  The woman’s tone was suddenly reverential. ‘Mr Pendleton is the master of the workhouse. He’s a wonderful man.’ For a brief moment her eyes softened. ‘A wonderful

  man.’ But the look was gone in an instant and her eyes hardened again. ‘And you’d do well to remember it, girl.’




  Waters moved into Albert’s lodge and ran her finger down the list of names in his ledger, noting the new arrivals.




  ‘So –’ her disapproving glance raked them up and down, taking in the faded work clothes, the shabby, dusty boots – ‘homeless, are you?’




  Meg and her mother exchanged a glance and the girl’s mouth tightened as she was obliged to say bitterly, ‘Yes.’ Then in a rush she gabbled, ‘But mi dad’s gone

  looking for work. We won’t be here long. He’ll soon be back for us.’




  ‘That’s what they all say, but they’re still here years later.’




  ‘Well, we won’t be.’ Meg was belligerent. ‘He’ll come back.’ She turned towards her mother. ‘Won’t he, Mam?’




  But Sarah only hung her head whilst the other woman sniffed yet again. ‘How old are you, girl?’




  ‘Fifteen.’




  The woman grunted, dissatisfied with her answer. ‘You look older,’ she said, eyeing Meg suspiciously. ‘Sure you’re not trying to make out you’re younger than you

  really are just to get out of a bit of work?’




  Meg tossed her head. ‘I’m not frightened of work. I’ve worked on a farm for three years. I’m sixteen next month.’




  The woman’s lips stretched in what passed for a smile, though it did not reach her eyes. They were steel grey, cold and hard. ‘My name is Ursula Waters, but we’re all called by

  our surnames in here. That is –’ she paused and hesitated fractionally, before adding – ‘unless the master decides to call you by your Christian name.’




  Pertly, Meg asked, ‘And do we call him by his Christian name then?’




  Ursula Waters gasped. ‘The very idea! You’ve a mite too much to say for yourself, child.’




  ‘I’m not a child,’ Meg retorted hotly.




  ‘You’re a child in here if you’re only fifteen. It’s the rules.’ Ursula leant closer. ‘Are you sure you’re not older?’




  For the first time, Sarah spoke. Haltingly, her voice husky with shame and despair, she said, ‘She is only fifteen, ma’am. I assure you.’




  Meg turned and stared at her. Why was Sarah kowtowing to this harridan? It was obvious the woman was only an inmate too – though probably an inmate who held some sort of position. No doubt

  the woman enjoyed special privileges because of it. But Waters was no better than they were, Meg thought. She opened her mouth to retort, but caught her mother’s warning glance and closed it

  again, pressing her lips together.




  Bobbie, sucking his thumb, began to whimper and tug at Sarah’s skirt.




  ‘I’d better fetch Miss Pendleton. She’s the matron and Mr Pendleton’s sister.’ Unbending enough to impart a little information in which she seemed to take great

  pride, Ursula Waters said, ‘Poor Mr Pendleton lost his wife some years ago and his sister came to take her place as matron. Of course, it’s quite unusual for that to happen. The master

  and the matron are usually man and wife, but the guardians’ committee gave special consent. They didn’t want to lose Mr Pendleton as master, you see.’




  Meg nodded, pretending to understand.




  ‘Wait here whilst I fetch matron.’ Waters glanced down at Bobbie with distaste, sniffed once more and left the room.




  ‘What a dragon!’ Meg burst out, almost before the woman was out of earshot.




  ‘Hush, Meg,’ Sarah whispered. ‘Don’t make things worse than they already are, there’s a dear.’




  Meg looked at her mother. ‘Mam, was it my fault . . .?’ she began, but Sarah was bending over Bobbie, trying to quieten his crying, and at that moment Miss Pendleton bustled in,

  followed closely by Ursula Walters.




  Letitia Pendleton was younger than her brother. Meg guessed she was about forty, but Isaac Pendleton had looked over fifty. The matron was small and round, and dressed in an ankle-length, dark

  blue dress with broad, starched white cuffs. A white bib apron covered the dress and she wore thick dark stockings and lace-up shoes with small heels. Her hair was completely covered with a

  starched white square of cloth, which fell in a triangular shape at the back of her head. Her face was plump, her cheeks round and rosy, but it was not the rosiness of good health, rather of too

  much indulgence, especially from a bottle. Young as she was, Meg recognized the signs. Farmer Smallwood had just such a look. Like her brother, Letitia Pendleton had hazel eyes that twinkled

  merrily. Once again, Meg was surprised. To her, Ursula Waters was the epitome of workhouse authority – the type everyone on the outside dreaded – not this buxom, smiling woman, who

  reminded the girl more of a fat and jolly farmer’s wife. Not that Mrs Smallwood had been like that; she had been thin and wiry and shrewish. Meg pushed away the painful memories that

  threatened to overwhelm her.




  ‘Now then, who have we here?’ the matron greeted them.




  Her glance lingered a moment on Sarah’s swollen stomach. Then her gaze fell upon Bobbie, whose cheeks were now stained with tears. He was hiccuping miserably and sucking his thumb

  hard.




  Letitia Pendleton’s eyes softened. ‘Poor little chap,’ she said, taking his hand. ‘I bet you’re hungry, aren’t you? You come along with me.’




  ‘Oh, I don’t think—’ Sarah began.




  ‘I’m sorry, my dear,’ the matron said, but there was understanding in her tone. ‘It’s the rule in here. You all have to be segregated. Women, men – and the

  children.’




  ‘You’ll do as you’re told,’ Ursula put in sharply. ‘It’s the master’s rules.’




  ‘I tell you what,’ Miss Pendleton said kindly. ‘Maybe he can stay with you until the medical officer has seen you tomorrow morning, but then I’m afraid he will have to go

  with the other children.’




  Meg noticed that Ursula’s lips pursed even more tightly and her eyes flashed with anger. But she said nothing.




  Sarah was close to tears, desperation on her face, but Bobbie, with his small hand in the matron’s plump grasp, had stopped crying. He was looking up at Miss Pendleton and she was smiling

  down at him with such compassion in her eyes, such fondness, that, to Meg’s surprise, a tremulous smile hovered on the child’s mouth.




  ‘Do you look after the little ones, Matron?’ she asked.




  Letitia looked up, reluctantly dragging her gaze away from the little boy, but before she could answer, Ursula snapped, ‘Mind your tongue, girl. Just remember who you’re talking to.

  It’s not your place to be asking questions. Not in here.’




  ‘It’s all right, Waters. The girl is concerned for her brother. That’s only natural and very commendable too.’




  Again Ursula sniffed her disapproval but said no more. Letitia turned back to Meg. ‘The schoolmistress and I have care of the children between us. She teaches the younger ones during the

  day, whilst the older ones go to the local school. Outside school hours we share the supervision of all the children.’




  ‘The schoolmistress?’ Meg asked. ‘Is she –’ she glanced meaningfully at Ursula – ‘nice?’




  Meg saw that the matron pursed her mouth to prevent a smile. ‘Louisa Daley? Oh yes, she’s nice. Only young and the little ones love her.’ Letitia glanced at Ursula. There was

  something pointed in the look that Meg couldn’t understand as the matron added, ‘We all do.’ And she noticed that an angry flush crept up Ursula’s scrawny neck and

  into her face.




  Meg felt herself relax. She turned and touched her mother’s arm. ‘That’s all right then, isn’t it, Mam? Bobbie will be all right.’




  Sarah’s eyes lingered on her small son. She touched his hair and then, not trusting herself to speak, she nodded.




  ‘Now,’ the matron said briskly, ‘Let’s get you admitted to the receiving ward. Waters, have you got all their details from Conroy?’




  ‘Of course I have.’




  Meg was surprised at the insolence in Ursula’s tone. It was almost as if she was in charge – not the matron – and yet Meg knew that this could not be the case.




  ‘They were all born within the county.’ She sniffed – a sound that Meg was already coming to know very well when the woman was expressing her disgust. ‘Though

  they’ve moved about a lot. Like gypsies.’ On Ursula’s lips the word implied disgrace.




  ‘Mi dad’s a farm worker. A wagoner,’ Meg retorted defiantly, lifting her chin higher. For a brief moment there was a note of pride in her tone as she spoke of her father,

  remembering the position he had held, the respect his skill with horses had commanded. But then the pride faded from her tone when she relived the moment he’d told them that he’d been

  dismissed. ‘We – we moved about a bit with his job, but we’ve been at – at the last place –’ she couldn’t bring herself to say the name of Middleditch Farm

  – ‘for the last three years.’




  ‘Well,’ Letitia said, ‘that’ll make it easier for the guardians to decide. In the meantime, we’ll get you settled in. Come along.’




  ‘Goodbye, Albert,’ Meg said to the old man, who had remained silent ever since Ursula Waters had stepped into his room.




  ‘ ’Bye, mi duck. For now.’




  They followed the matron and Ursula across the yard, which was enclosed on all sides either by the buildings or walls and solid gates.




  Meg shivered as she looked about her and once again the feeling of guilt swept through her. Was it her impertinent tongue that had landed them here? Or had it been because of her friendship with

  Alice? The thought of the girl she had liked so much was like a knife in her heart. Alice had betrayed her. She had done nothing to help Meg and her family. Surely, Alice could have done

  something.




  Oh, Dad, Meg begged silently, come back for us. Don’t leave us in this place. Please come back, Dad. Please.




  





  Four




  ‘Take your clothes off.’




  Appalled, Meg stared at Ursula. ‘All of them?’




  ‘Yes. You wear the workhouse uniform whilst you’re in here.’




  ‘But – but what happens to our own clothes?’




  ‘We have them cleaned.’ Ursula eyed the newcomers up and down, assessing them. ‘Fumigated in some cases. Just in case you’re riddled with lice and—’




  ‘We most certainly are not,’ Meg said, deeply insulted. She turned to her mother. ‘Tell her, Mam.’




  But Sarah only murmured, ‘Do as Miss Waters tells you, love. Don’t make a fuss.’




  ‘I’m not making a fuss, I just want to know what happens to our clothes. Miss Alice gave me this dress and . . .’




  At once her mother’s face was bleak and Meg was sorry she’d brought back memories of the comfortable, happy life that had been so suddenly and brutally torn away from them. She bit

  her lip. She still couldn’t believe that Miss Alice had been party to their dismissal.




  ‘We label all your clothes,’ Letitia said and Meg felt the matron was trying to lessen Ursula’s harshness. ‘You’ll get them back when you leave.’




  Meg heard Ursula mutter darkly, ‘If you leave.’




  ‘That’s all right, then,’ Meg said, addressing her remark to the matron and ignoring Ursula. ‘We won’t be without them very long. We’ll soon be out of

  here.’ She felt embarrassed as Ursula stood watching them undress, gaping at Sarah’s swollen belly.




  ‘When are you due, Kirkland?’ Ursula asked, once more taking the lead. To Meg’s surprise, it was the matron who was helping Bobbie out of his clothes, smiling down at him and

  talking to him in gentle, reassuring tones, whilst Ursula stood to one side as if to have to touch the newcomers offended her.




  Quietly, Sarah said, ‘Sometime this month, I think.’




  ‘The medical officer will inspect you tomorrow morning and classify you.’ Then Meg saw Ursula lean towards the matron. ‘If you ask me that girl ought to be classed as an

  able-bodied woman. She’s no child.’




  Meg felt them gazing at her young breasts, slim waist and firm, rounded buttocks. She faced them boldly, but it was hard to do so. Being naked took away her last vestige of dignity, leaving her

  humiliated and vulnerable. ‘I’ve told you, I am fifteen – nearly sixteen – and I’m not afraid of work. I don’t want to be with the children.’




  ‘We’ll see what the medical officer thinks,’ was all the matron would say. ‘Now, let’s get you bathed and don’t forget to wash your hair.’ She bundled

  up their clothes and the few possessions they had brought with them. ‘Here you are, Waters. See these are washed and properly labelled.’




  The look of distaste on Ursula’s face as she was forced to take their clothing made Meg want to laugh out loud for the first time.




  ‘Bet that’s the last we see of them,’ she muttered, though not loud enough for the matron to hear as Ursula disappeared through the door.




  The matron was bending towards Bobbie. ‘Come on, little man, you come with me.’




  ‘I’ll wash Bobbie,’ Meg began, but Miss Pendleton said firmly, ‘You help your mother and see to yourself. He’ll be fine with me.’




  She led Bobbie away. Sarah and Meg looked helplessly at each other as they listened for his protesting wails. But Bobbie made no sound and trotted off, his hand happily in the matron’s

  plump grasp.




  Sarah closed her eyes and swayed. She might have fallen if Meg hadn’t been quick to steady her. ‘Let’s get ourselves bathed quick, Mam, and then perhaps we can go and find

  him.’




  Sarah nodded weakly and allowed Meg to help her.




  It was the first time that Meg had seen her mother’s body. Standing naked in the lukewarm water, she tried to avert her gaze, tried to leave her mother some shred of dignity.




  But what self-respect was there left for either of them in this place?




  When they were bathed and their hair washed, but still wet and clinging, Ursula returned. She handed them coarse scratchy underwear and the grey dress and white apron that were the uniform of

  the workhouse, saying, ‘You can keep your own boots.’




  ‘Where’s Bobbie? Where’s she taken him?’ Meg demanded when they were fully clothed once more.




  ‘If by “she” you mean matron, then she’ll have taken him to the children’s dormitory, I expect.’




  Meg glanced at her mother, willing her to stand up to these people, but Sarah seemed to have lost her spirit completely. Meg could hardly believe the change in her. Sarah had always been quiet,

  but content with her lot and happy with her husband and young family, despite the sadness of losing three babies. She’d always had a gentle smile on her face and, even when Meg had been her

  naughtiest, Sarah had never raised her voice. Her chastisement had been a disappointed admonishment that had always left Meg feeling guilty at having hurt her mother by her wilfulness. But now

  Sarah was defeated by the shame of entering a place which she’d been taught since childhood was the ultimate in degradation.




  So it was the young girl who turned back to face Ursula. She’s like a jailer, Meg thought. ‘Matron said he could stay with us. At least until tomorrow.’




  ‘It’s the rules,’ Ursula snapped. ‘Everyone’s classified and segregated in here. Until the medical officer’s seen you, you’ll be in the receiving

  ward.’ She pointed upwards, indicating the room on the next floor up, directly above their heads. ‘He classifies you and then you go into the dormitories in the main building.’

  With a sideways flick of her head, she gestured towards the long, three-storey building across the yard. She ticked off the categories of inmates on her fingers. ‘At the far end there’s

  the able-bodied men’s day room on the ground floor with their dormitories above on the first and second floors. Next to that are the old and infirm men. Then on the ground floor there’s

  the clerk’s office and the master’s room. Right in the centre of the building is the guardians’ committee room with the school room behind it and above them are the master’s

  bedroom and the children’s dormitory. Still on the ground floor is the kitchen, then the old women and then right at this end there’s the able-bodied women.’




  ‘Where are the children? Where will Bobbie be?’ Meg demanded.




  ‘He’ll spend most of the time in the school room or the dormitory, but they’re allowed into the women’s exercise yards.’




  ‘Are those at the front of the building, behind those walls?’




  ‘Yes. That’s where the privies are too. And there’s a privy in this back courtyard too. Here, next to the bath room.’




  For the first time Sarah spoke. ‘Will I be allowed to put Bobbie to bed?’




  Ursula shook her head and Sarah’s shoulders drooped even more.




  ‘I’ll show you upstairs. You’re going to be a bit crowded in the receiving ward. It’s the casual ward where the vagrants stay overnight, as well as people like you

  waiting to be admitted. Come along.’




  The small dormitory was jammed with beds – if they could be called beds, for they were nothing more than rough hessian bags filled with straw, grubby grey blankets and a lumpy pillow on

  the floor. Meg and her mother were obliged to share, and later on, through that first night they huddled together, hardly sleeping in their anxiety over Bobbie.




  ‘He’ll be all right, Mam. Miss Pendleton was kind to him. Much nicer than the dragon.’




  In the darkness, Sarah buried her head against Meg’s shoulder and wept. With her arms about her mother, Meg lay staring into the darkness, listening to the snuffling and snoring of the

  other women. Real sleep was impossible and she dozed fitfully, waking in the early light of the following morning still unable to accept what had happened to her family in the short space of the

  last thirty-six hours.




  Was it really only the night before last that her father had come home with the news that they had to leave their home?




  I wish I could have seen Miss Alice. Perhaps her mam or her dad stopped her seeing me. I can’t believe she wouldn’t have tried to help us, Meg thought, trying to find excuses

  for the older girl. She still did not want to believe that Alice, her bright, vivacious friend, had really deserted her so cruelly. Perhaps it hadn’t been Alice’s fault. Perhaps . .

  .




  Somewhere a loud bell was being rung, disturbing her thoughts. The other women in the room were stirring.




  ‘Come on, Mam,’ Meg said, gently shaking her mother awake. ‘We have to get up.’




  Meg and Sarah stood side by side, submitting to the medical officer’s thorough examination. Once more they were obliged to be almost naked before a stranger, with Miss

  Pendleton standing in the background. And Ursula was there again, by the door, her beady eyes missing nothing.




  ‘Now, Mrs Kirkland,’ the doctor said, ‘I think your baby will come very soon, so only light duties for you. But I shall put you with the able-bodied women. Matron

  –’ he half turned towards the woman standing behind him – ‘you’ll see to it?’




  ‘Of course, Doctor. She can help in the kitchen, preparing vegetables and such.’




  ‘Excellent, excellent. She can be allowed to sit down to do that.’ It was an order rather than a suggestion.




  ‘Whatever you say, Doctor.’




  ‘She could pick oakum,’ Ursula put in, a malicious smile on her face. ‘She can sit down to do that.’




  The doctor frowned at Ursula. He could not interfere directly with the internal running of the workhouse, even if he wanted to. But unpicking lengths of old, tarred rope, though a sedentary

  occupation, was painful work resulting in raw and bleeding fingers.




  He sighed as he beckoned Meg forward. ‘Now then, young lady, let’s have a look at you.’




  Dr Collins was young, only in his early thirties, Meg guessed. He was very good-looking and, as he examined even her most secret places, Meg grew hotter and hotter with embarrassment. He was

  tall with fair curly hair and the brightest blue eyes that Meg had ever seen in a man.




  Moments later he pronounced her, ‘Fit as a flea and strong as an ox. Now –’ he glanced down at his papers before adding – ‘Meg, you’re fifteen, but sixteen

  next month.’




  ‘Yes, sir, and I don’t want to be with the children. I can work. I—’




  ‘Hold your tongue, girl,’ Ursula snapped from her place by the door, but the doctor held up his hand, smiling at the girl standing before him.




  ‘What I was going to suggest is that you should be with the children for the first month—’




  ‘Oh, we won’t be here as long as that. Mi dad will be back for us. I know he will.’




  ‘I’m sure he will, but just in case he – er – encounters a few difficulties, we’ll plan for a little longer, shall we?’




  Meg stared into the man’s blue eyes and saw sympathy there. A lump came into her throat and she nodded. ‘All right,’ she agreed huskily.




  ‘What I suggest is that you should help the schoolmistress with the little ones. She is responsible not only for the teaching, but for the general care of the children too. I’m sure

  Miss Daley would be glad of some help and –’ he leant towards Meg and lowered his voice – ‘you’ll be near your little brother for a while. Help him settle in. The

  little chap looked none too happy when I saw him earlier.’




  Meg realized suddenly that the doctor was trying to do her a favour. She beamed at him, her whole demean-our changing in an instant. Her eyes shone and her cheeks dimpled prettily. It was like

  the sun appearing after a rain shower. ‘Thank you, sir. Oh, thank you,’ she breathed.




  The doctor stared at her for a moment, then blinked, glanced down and shuffled his papers. Clearing his throat, he said, ‘Don’t mention it. I can see that you are a nice family,

  who’ve hit a bad patch in your lives.’ He looked up again and smiled, once more in control of himself. ‘I hope you’re right and that your father returns for you very

  soon.’ He glanced towards Sarah. ‘Perhaps by then he’ll have become a father again. In the meantime, we’ll take good care of you all.’




  Outside the infirmary, where they had been summoned for the medical officer’s examination, Meg helped her mother down the stone steps.




  ‘I don’t believe this place, Mam.’




  Sarah drew in a deep breath. ‘Why? What do you mean?’




  ‘Most of them are so nice, Mr Pendleton, the doctor, even Miss Pendleton isn’t a bad old stick. But that Waters is a dragon. I thought they’d all be like that. I mean,

  everyone’s always so frightened of the workhouse. It’s like a terrible shadow hanging over anyone who can’t work or falls sick.’




  ‘It’s the shame, Meg. That’s the worst thing. And you’re right. A lot of places are dreadful, with awful people running them. When I was a girl, we heard terrible stories

  about this place. It was our worst night-mare that we’d end up in here. And now –’ tears threatened – ‘here I am.’




  Meg put her arm around her mother and hugged her close. ‘Don’t worry, Mam. Dad’ll soon be back. He’ll find work and come back for us.’




  Sarah’s only answer was a sob and a slight shake of her head.




  Reaching the foot of the stairs, they stepped out into the men’s backyard and Meg glanced about her. There was a pump in the centre of the wide open space and three or four men were

  queuing at it, bending their heads down and opening their mouths to drink. Others strolled around the yard in twos and threes, hands in their pockets and chatting together, but their shoulders were

  hunched, their heads bent forward. One or two walked alone, a defeated look on their faces. To one side older men, bent and crippled with age, shuffled along. But in the middle of the yard, youths,

  who must have been sixteen or more to be classed along with the men, played a rowdy game of football with a stone.




  Meg looked about her, half-hoping to see someone she knew, but at the same time hoping no one would recognize her. One of the young lads glanced across at her and, giving the stone a last kick,

  left the game and swaggered towards her, grinning cheekily. ‘By heck, it’s nice to see a pretty girl in here. Where’ve you come from?’




  Meg put her nose in the air and said loftily, ‘What’s that to do with you?’




  The lad laughed, showing surprisingly even white teeth. His face creased and his brown eyes twinkled. He was thin, but wiry and energetic with thick brown curly hair cut short. He shrugged his

  shoulders. ‘Nowt, just interested that’s all. No offence meant.’




  Meg capitulated and grinned back at him. ‘None taken. Just that we’ve done nothing but answer questions since we got here.’




  The youth nodded. ‘I guess it’s like that, but wouldn’t know.’




  Now Meg was intrigued. ‘Why? Didn’t you have to answer a lot of questions when you came in?’




  He laughed again. ‘Nope. I was born in here. Me mam died having me, so they tell me. I’ve been here all me life.’




  ‘Oh, how terrible!’ The words escaped from Meg’s mouth before she could stop them.




  ‘Is it?’ he asked solemnly, the laughter dying on his face. ‘I’ve never known owt else.’




  ‘No,’ Meg said slowly, beginning to understand. ‘I see that now.’




  ‘Meg,’ Sarah began, ‘we ought to go. I – I need to sit down.’




  At once Meg was contrite. ‘I’m sorry, Mam.’ With Sarah leaning heavily against her, they began to move back towards the gate in the wall, which led from the men’s

  courtyard into the women’s.




  Meg glanced back over her shoulder towards the youth. ‘What’s your name?’




  ‘Jake. What’s yours?’




  ‘Meg. I’ll see you again.’




  He pulled a face and lifted his shoulders. ‘Not much chance. They’ll see to that. But I’ll watch out for you.’ He winked at her. ‘There are ways – if

  you know ’em.’




  Meg nodded, wondering who ‘they’ were, but she could stay no longer. Sarah was looking pale and had deep purple shadows beneath her eyes. ‘Come on, Mam. We’ll find the

  dormitory and you can lie down.’




  ‘But she needs to rest. Look at her.’ Meg flung out her arm towards her mother as she stood facing Ursula Waters. ‘She’s done in.’




  ‘She can’t lie down in the dormitory during the daytime. If she’s ill, she should report to the infirmary. And she’s not, else the doctor would have said.’




  ‘She’s not ill, just exhausted.’




  The woman pursed her thin mouth. ‘I’m sorry. There’s nothing I can do about it.’




  ‘You don’t want to, you mean,’ Meg muttered.




  ‘What did you say?’ Ursula snapped.




  ‘Nothing,’ Meg answered morosely. How she would like to give this woman a mouthful, but she realized her runaway tongue would only make matters worse, especially for her poor

  mother.




  Ursula sniffed. ‘She’s supposed to start work in the kitchens.’ She glanced at Sarah, who was sitting on the chair and looking as if she was about to fall off it at any moment.

  Sarah’s pallor must have touched even Ursula’s hard heart, for she relented enough to say, ‘I’ll see what matron says.’




  ‘Thank you,’ Meg said, with more than a hint of sarcasm.




  Ursula glared at her for a moment, before turning and leaving the room.




  ‘Never mind what that dragon says, Mam. Come and lie down. Here, these are our beds next to each other.’




  In the able women’s dormitory the beds were still straw palliasses with rough grey blankets and one pillow, but the mattresses were now sitting on a four-legged wooden frame.




  Sarah allowed Meg to help her to one, where she lay back and gave a weary sigh.




  Meg sat beside her holding her hand, concerned by its feeling of limp clamminess. Letitia appeared beside them and stood for a moment, looking down at Sarah. Then she gave a brief nod.




  ‘We’ll let her rest today, but tomorrow she must try to do a little work. And the following day you’ll have to be interviewed by the board of guardians. That’s when their

  next meeting is.’




  Sarah lay quite still, her eyes closed, and made no sign that she had even heard the matron. Letitia Pendleton glanced at Meg. ‘But you go with Waters, Kirkland. She’ll introduce you

  to Miss Daley, the schoolmistress. I’m sure she’ll be glad of your help. She’s run ragged by the little tykes.’ But the matron spoke the last few words with a fond

  smile.




  Meg rose, bent and kissed her mother’s damp forehead and followed Ursula out of the room. ‘Where’s Bobbie? Is he all right?’ she asked.




  ‘Of course he’s all right,’ Ursula snapped. ‘Why shouldn’t he be?’




  ‘No reason,’ Meg said swiftly. ‘I just thought – I just thought he might be missing Mam.’




  ‘Well, he isn’t. He stayed with matron last night. She keeps a truckle bed in her room in case any of the little ones are fretful the first night in a strange place.’ She

  sniffed. ‘Though goodness knows why. It’s spoiling the little brats, to my mind.’




  Meg bit her lip. She wasn’t sure of the matron’s motives. It sounded, on the surface, as if the woman was kindness itself, but surely, she thought, if Miss Pendleton had really had

  Bobbie’s best interests at heart, she would have let him stay with his mother and sister.




  Keeping her tone polite and deferential, Meg asked, ‘Couldn’t he have stayed with us? Like she promised?’




  ‘It was better to make the break straight away. We must stick to the rules. The master’s rules.’ Ursula’s words were a pious chant. ‘The place would soon be in an

  uproar if we didn’t.




  Meg said nothing, but she wondered if it had been the matron or Ursula Waters who had enforced a rule that was harsh enough to keep a lost, lonely, little five-year-old boy from his mother.




  Ursula led the way along passages and through doors until they came to a large room which Meg recognized. This was the guardians’ meeting room – the room through which they had

  passed when they had arrived. There was a large door at the end, opposite the entrance door through which Meg and her family had first come in. Behind it, Meg could already hear the noise of

  children.




  Ursula opened the door and stepped inside. Meg was close on her heels, anxious to see Bobbie.




  ‘Quiet!’ Ursula bellowed, making Meg and everyone in the room jump. Twenty pairs of eyes turned to look at her, including those of the harassed young schoolmistress.




  Suddenly there was the scrape of a stool being pushed back and a little figure hurtled towards them, flinging himself against Meg.




  ‘Bobbie, oh, Bobbie,’ she cried, hugging him.




  ‘Stop that this instant.’ Ursula grabbed the child’s arm and pulled him away. ‘If you’re to help Miss Daley, Kirkland, you must treat your brother just like all the

  other children. Do you understand?’




  Giving Bobbie a quick smile, Meg said, ‘Go back to your place.’ She bent close and whispered in his ear. ‘I’m to help the teacher, so I’ll be with you every day.

  But we’ll have to behave.’




  Understanding quickly, the little boy nodded solemnly. He turned, glanced up at Ursula and mumbled, ‘Sorry, miss.’ Then he trotted back meekly to his seat next to a boy with a shaven

  head and scabs on his face.




  To see her mischievous, sunny-natured little brother so docile and in such a place as this broke Meg’s heart.




  





  Five




  Miss Daley didn’t look much older than she was, Meg thought, though surely the schoolmistress must be in her mid-twenties at least. She was small and slim with gentle

  eyes. Her black hair was fastened up into a bun on the back of her head, though curly tendrils escaped onto her forehead. She wore a navy blue costume with a fitted jacket and beneath it a blue and

  white striped blouse. Her pretty face with a small nose and perfectly shaped mouth was marred by a perpetual worried frown that creased her forehead.




  As soon as Ursula had left the room, closing the door behind her, Louisa reached out to Meg.




  ‘I’m so pleased to see you. I’ve been asking for some help for ages, but the guardians won’t approve the employment of another teacher. And they keep telling me

  there’s no one suitable amongst the women here, which,’ she added wryly, ‘I don’t believe. But, there you are.’ Louisa smiled and the anxiety left her face for a brief

  moment.




  Meg warmed to her at once. ‘What am I to call you?’




  ‘Miss Daley or just miss in front of the children.’ Louisa leant closer and lowered her voice, ‘But in private please call me Louisa. And you’re Meg, aren’t

  you?’




  Meg nodded. ‘Yes, but I thought we had to be called by our surnames?’




  ‘Ah – well – yes. And in front of the class I’m afraid that is the name I’ll have to use. Kirkland, isn’t it? You’re Bobbie’s sister?’




  Meg nodded.




  ‘Good, good. Now for today if you would just help in general, but this evening, when the children are in bed, I should like to give you a few tests and then I can assess what you will be

  able to do in the way of teaching.’




  ‘Teaching? You’re going to let me help with the teaching?’ Meg’s eyes were shining.




  ‘It depends,’ was all Louisa would say. ‘I can’t promise until I see what you can do.’




  For the first time in her young life, Meg wished that she had not been so eager to leave school and start working. Perhaps she too could have had a career like this smart young woman.




  In the middle of the morning the door to the school room was flung open and the huge figure of the master filled the doorway. With one accord the children scrambled to their

  feet and stood in silence, their heads bowed. One or two of the little ones trembled.




  ‘Miss Daley,’ Isaac’s deep voice boomed. ‘I see you have a new helper. What a pretty picture you both make.’ He moved forward into the room towards them, totally

  ignoring the children. For him they did not exist.




  He stood close to Miss Daley and took her hand. The young woman blushed and looked as if she would like to pull away, but did not dare.




  ‘Bring your little friend to see me whilst the children take their exercise after lunch, my dear.’




  He raised her hand to his lips and then, without waiting for any kind of reply so sure was he of her obedience, the master turned and walked back down the room. As the door closed behind him,

  Louisa closed her eyes and shivered. ‘One of these days,’ she murmured. ‘One of these days.’




  ‘What?’ Meg said before she thought to stop herself. ‘What do you mean?’




  Startled, as if she had forgotten Meg’s presence, Louisa’s eyes flew open. ‘What? Oh – oh, nothing.’ She took a deep breath before she said briskly, ‘Now,

  please see that each child has a slate and I’ll write on the board what I want them to copy.’




  The morning passed quickly and soon the children were being given their lunch and sent out into the women’s back courtyard.




  ‘Poor little mites,’ Louisa murmured as she and Meg ushered them through the door and watched one or two rushing towards the women there. ‘It’s the only time they get to

  see their mothers.’




  To Meg’s surprise, most of the children stayed together and began to play a game. ‘What about those? Don’t they want to find their mams?’




  Louisa glanced at her and then looked back at the group of children. The girls had found a long piece of old rope. Two of the girls, one at either end, turned the rope and the others queued up

  to take turns at skipping in and out. All of them took up the chant, ‘One, two, buckle my shoe; three, four, knock at the door . . .’




  At her side, Louisa said quietly, ‘They’re the ones who haven’t got any mothers. They’re the orphans.’




  Horrified, Meg stared at her. ‘You mean – you mean they’ve got no one? No father either?’




  Louisa, her gaze still on the skipping children, shook her head. Then with a sigh she said, ‘Come on. We’d better go and see Mr Pendleton.’




  From the yard they went in through the back entrance, turned left along the passage past the kitchen and went into the committee room. Instead of turning left again back into the school room,

  Louisa led the way across the room to a door on the opposite side, along a short passageway and turned to the right. There were two doors close together, one to the left and one directly in front

  of them. Louisa gestured towards the one on the left. ‘That one’s the clerk’s office. You won’t see much of him. He comes in each weekday, but he – he doesn’t

  live in.’ There was a note of envy in the young woman’s voice. Louisa raised her hand to knock on the door facing them. ‘This one’s the master’s room.’




  At the sound of Isaac’s booming voice, the two young women glanced at each other and, taking a deep breath, Louisa opened the door.




  ‘Ah, my dear, come in, come in,’ the master welcomed as they sidled into the room. ‘Come and sit down. You, too, my dear,’ he held out his arm invitingly to Meg.




  The room seemed to be used mainly as an office. A large leather-topped desk occupied the centre of the room and behind it was a swivel chair that looked battered and well worn. Meg smothered an

  impudent laugh as she imagined the poor chair suffering Mr Pendleton’s bulk. No wonder it looked in such a sorry state.




  The surface of the desk was littered with untidy heaps of papers, a silver inkstand, a glass tray for pens and a long, thin cane like the one the headmaster at Meg’s last school had always

  kept near at hand.




  At the far end of the room a fire burned in the grate and above it an ornate mantelpiece held ornaments and framed photographs of stiff-backed figures, self-conscious as they faced the camera.

  In front of the fireplace was a lumpy yet comfortable-looking sofa with battered easy chairs on either side. As Meg moved closer, she saw that one of the photographs was of the master. His round

  face was solemn as befitted the serious business of sitting for a photographer – yet it was unmistakably a much younger, fitter-looking Isaac Pendleton. There were two other photographs. One

  was of a thin-faced, shy-looking young woman with fluffy fair hair. But it was the other that caught and held Meg’s attention. The girl in the picture was very pretty with a sweet face and

  beautiful dark hair cascading in curls and waves down to her waist. Meg stared in astonishment. The photograph, she was sure, was of Letitia Pendleton.
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