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Dedicated to the memory of the twelve women and their foreman who died in the explosion at the W. V. Gilbert munition works, on the banks of the Thames between Erith and Slades Green, on 18th February 1924.


 


Edna Allen, aged seventeen, of Alexandra Road.


Alice Craddock, aged eighteen, of Arthur Street.


Elizabeth Dalton, aged twenty-four, of Lewis Road, Welling.


Alice Harvey, aged forty, of Arthur Street.


Gladys Herbert, aged twenty-three, of Bexley Road.


Stella Huntley, aged twenty, of Corinthian Road.


Edith Lamb, aged twenty-three, of Upper Road, Belvedere.


Ethel Pullen, aged eighteen, of Bexley Road.


Polly Smith, aged eighteen, of Powell Street.


Doris Sturtevant, aged eighteen, of Manor Road.


Alice Sweeney, aged seventeen, of St Francis Road.


Irene Turtle, aged twenty-two, of Maxim Road.


Mr T. Jones, from East Dulwich
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Erith, Kent
August 1905


‘You’ve got ideas above your station, my girl. If your father was alive now, he’d want nothing to do with you. The Tomkins family have always known their place in life; he wouldn’t want us rubbing shoulders with those who think they’re better than us,’ Milly Tomkins said to her daughter.


Ruby Caselton gave a big sigh and continued to pull a heavy rug from the back of the drayman’s cart, while he held the horse’s head steady. ‘It’s just a street of houses with hard-working people living in them. Could you take the other end of this please, Mum?’


‘What, with my bad ticker? You’ll see me into my grave, young lady. But then, perhaps that’s what you want – then there’ll be no one left to remind you of where you come from,’ Milly sniffed, folding her arms over her ample chest and turning away to look at the house the family were about to move into. ‘Those windows need a clean and the doorstep a good scrub.’


‘I can help you, Mum,’ George said, reaching up to help Ruby pull at the rug. It came tumbling off the cart, almost flattening him as he staggered back under its weight.


Ruby couldn’t help but laugh as she watched her five-year-old son disappearing under the rug. ‘Lord love you, George. Thank you for helping all the same. Why don’t you carry that basket of groceries into the kitchen? Then I can get some food on the table as soon as we have this load inside. Your dad may be home by then, and he’ll be shouting for his dinner.’ She didn’t add that he never turned up until her work was done and he had no need to roll up his sleeves and help her.


‘He’s running true to form, I see,’ Milly snorted as she pulled her knitted shawl tighter around her shoulders. ‘That Eddie Caselton has a gift for sniffing out hard work and disappearing in the opposite direction. Now, your dad . . .’


Ruby knew her mum was about to lead off about her dad being an angel amongst all men, and she just didn’t have the time or the inclination to listen. The drizzling rain had started again, and there was a definite nip in the air coming off the nearby River Thames. Added to that, the child she was carrying in her swollen belly would be entering the world within weeks. ‘Mum, leave it to another time, will you? I never knew Dad, and I have other things on my mind at the moment. I could kill a cuppa, so why don’t you go in and see to the kitchen, eh? You’ll find a meat and potato pie in that basket our George carried in. We can eat once this load is off the cart.’ She knew her mum was partial to a pie and noticed her eyes light up at once.


‘I’ll get cracking,’ Milly replied, licking her lips as she headed up the short path to the front door, her hands empty. ‘It’s no place for me out in this rain – not at my time of life, anyroad.’


‘You’ve got yer hands full there, love,’ a friendly voice called out from over the road.


Ruby looked up from where she was examining the rug lying in a heap in the dust. She wasn’t sure if the woman watching from her gate was referring to her mum, or the furniture waiting to be unloaded and taken into the house. She stood up straight, wincing as a pain shot across the lower part of her back. As much as she’d been warned to take things easy, she’d gone against advice and insisted she could move the family into their new home without paying for hired help. It was their first proper home, as up to now they’d lived in rooms in a house shared with three other families near the river in Woolwich. There wasn’t a lot of money spare to pay for such things as moving men.


Smiling at the ruddy-faced neighbour, she replied, ‘You could say that,’ and then grimaced as another pain consumed her. She reached out to hang on to the side of the cart to help her stay upright.


‘My Lord, you shouldn’t be up on your feet in your condition. When are you due?’ the woman asked as she hurried to Ruby’s side and supported her. ‘You’re coming with me,’ she added, not waiting for an answer as she guided Ruby towards her own open front door.


‘Not for another month – but my furniture . . .’ Ruby gasped, unable to say much more.


‘Don’t worry your head about that. It looks to me as though there’s a baby wanting to be born. Sometimes they just can’t wait,’ her new neighbour advised. She paused to take in Ruby, who was so thin that she looked no more than a child herself. Her face was far too pale, and her blue eyes were circled in black shadows. She didn’t look well enough to deliver a healthy baby. ‘My oldest two are home from work for their dinner soon and they’ll have that lot shifted,’ she continued, in a voice Ruby knew she wasn’t meant to argue with. At that moment she didn’t even have the power to speak as yet another pain, like she’d never known when having her George, swept over her. She leant against the woman for support.


After being almost dragged up a steep flight of stairs, Ruby was gently helped onto a large brass bed. ‘I’m just going to put some newspaper and old sheets down and then we can make you comfortable. Will you be all right on your own, just for a couple of minutes?’


Still unable to speak, Ruby nodded as she took deep breaths until her body stopped complaining.


‘By the way, I’m Stella,’ the woman said. ‘Stella Green. And although I say it myself, you’re in good hands now – so don’t you worry, hear me?’


She stepped out into the hallway – which was no more than a small space at the top of the stairs, with another door opposite the bedroom they were in – and bellowed: ‘Donald, get your nose out of that book and down to Mrs Leighton’s. Tell her there’s a baby wanting to be born. After that, get down to the corner and look out for your brothers. Tell them I want ’em home now, and they aren’t to dawdle. Do you hear me?’


‘Yes, Mum,’ a young voice shouted back, followed by the front door slamming shut.


Stella bustled back into the room, her arms full of linen. ‘Now, I’m going to have you stand up for a minute while I put these sheets over the mattress. Do you think you can start removing your clothes? I have a nightgown for you to wear.’ She shook out a white, high-necked voluminous gown and laid it over a nearby chest of drawers. ‘Once we’ve settled you, I’ll get the fire lit.’ She nodded towards a blackleaded iron grate.


‘I can’t thank you enough,’ Ruby whispered as she unbuttoned her shabby brown coat. She wished she wasn’t wearing her oldest clothes underneath, although her best clothes were not much better.


‘That’s it, lovey, get every stitch off. We women don’t have any secrets from each other,’ Stella smiled, trying not to looked shocked at the threadbare undergarments Ruby passed to her. ‘Now, let’s get you settled, and I’ll make us a nice cup of tea. There’s no knowing how long this’ll take, although I’d lay money on the child being with us today rather than tomorrow. I’ll just pop down to the kitchen and put the kettle on the hob, then I’ll be back. Will you be all right?’


Ruby nodded her head. ‘I can’t thank you enough. I was fine not half an hour ago and now . . .’


‘And now you’re about to be a mother.’


‘I am already,’ Ruby winced. ‘George is over the road with my mum. He’s five,’ she added with a sharp intake of breath. ‘Can you let them know where I am, please?’


‘I’ll take care of everything. You just rest,’ Stella said, hurrying from the room.


Ruby closed her eyes, trying to take stock of her situation between waves of excruciating pain and a heat shooting through her body that made her feel faint.




When Eddie had come home the week before and thrown a set of keys onto the kitchen table, she hadn’t known what to think. ‘What are these for?’


‘You wanted your own home, didn’t you?’


‘It has been my dream ever since we married,’ she’d answered, unsure of what he was getting at. She knew not to antagonize her husband when he’d had a drink, and by the smell on his breath, he’d visited the pub on his way home. He’d changed so much in recent times.


‘I’ve been doing a bit of debt collecting for Cedric Mulligan and someone who owed him money settled his debt with the deeds to his house, along with the contents. The only problem is, it’s down in Erith. What’s for dinner?’ he asked, as Ruby started to feel giddy with delight. Eddie didn’t seem to understand that her dream was to get away from the slum area where they lived and to bring their son up in a better neighbourhood. With their baby due in September, she wanted nothing more than to have a lovely home with a bit of a garden and nice neighbours. Here in the part of Woolwich where they lived, she was frightened to step outside their door, and on more than one occasion she’d come home to find it open and someone ransacking their rooms. Her mother, Milly – who lived with them, much to Eddie’s consternation – had taken to barricading herself in her room each evening in case of unwanted visitors. They lived close to the Thames, where at low tide the stench from the river reached every nook and cranny of the place they called home.


‘Where in Erith is it?’ she asked as she pulled a mutton pie from the oven and put it in front of him. ‘I’ve eaten,’ she added, in case he asked why she wasn’t sitting down to join him. He never did ask. Of late she’d gone off her food, and anyway, there was little to put on the table from the meagre money Eddie gave her to keep the family. Before they’d moved to these rooms, she’d taken in washing and cleaned at a local pub; but when Eddie got behind with the rent on their last place and they had to do a moonlight flit, she’d given up doing the laundry work. There wasn’t any space for such things in their new rooms.


‘Alexandra Road. Not far from the river and the town. The houses have only been built a short while.’


A new home, she thought to herself. Was her dream coming true already? But there was usually a catch with anything Eddie was involved with. ‘So why is the person giving up his home?’ she asked. She knew that if she had a proper house, rather than renting a few rooms in a building, she’d hang on to it until her dying breath. A house of her own, and one that was so new, was beyond her wildest dreams. Once she’d moved in there’d be no getting her out of there, that was for sure.


‘He had no choice,’ Eddie said as he put down his knife and fork, not speaking until he’d swallowed what was in his mouth. For all his shortcomings, Ruby did admire his manners when eating his food. The decent side of Eddie was still there and surfaced sometimes. ‘The bloke is a builder, and he owned six houses in the road. This one was handed over to settle his gambling debts. Cedric wants to hang on to it and knowing we’ve got a second nipper on the way, he asked if I’d be interested. Mind you, you’ll have to clean yourself up a bit when we live down there. It’s not quite as posh as the Avenue where the nobs live, but it’s up in the world a bit from this doss-hole.’


Ruby bristled. ‘I’ve been out doing my cleaning job. I’ll not wear my best bib and tucker to get on my hands and knees to scrub the floors of the Red Lion,’ she threw back at him. ‘So how much rent do we have to pay to Cedric?’ She was wary of the amount being outside of their earnings, and with her not being able to work as much while the baby was dependent on her, she didn’t want to get into debt with Cedric Mulligan and be out on their ears with nowhere to live.


‘He wants more than we pay for this place, but I thought your mother could have the small bedroom and chip in a bit. She could also look after the kids while you worked.’


‘That’s bloody good of you,’ Ruby sniffed as she turned her back on her husband and started scrubbing the saucepan she’d left to soak in the chipped china sink. There again, if it meant moving up in the world she could put up with her mother’s ways for a bit longer and perhaps, once things were better and they could live without Milly Tomkins’ contribution, she could have one of her sisters take on the responsibility. It was time Fanny and Janie did more to help their mother. Older than Ruby, both women worked for their husbands, who were in the wholesale business, doing well for themselves up in Bexleyheath. Yes, she thought, nodding her head to confirm her decision, that was a plan and she’d stick to it. ‘I think we should consider taking the house, Eddie. Once I’ve finished here I’ll get myself tidied up and go down there and give the place the once over. There might be time to pick up a few bits and bobs down the market to make it more homely,’ she said, thinking of the money she’d hidden away under a loose floorboard inside a battered tobacco tin.


‘There’s nothing to look at. I’ve given notice here and we move on Saturday,’ he said, before tucking back in to the remains of his pie.


Ruby winced as the baby kicked in protest, as if complaining at Eddie Caselton’s announcement. ‘I know just how you feel,’ she whispered as she gently rubbed her swelling stomach, protected beneath a voluminous apron. In the past, she’d questioned Eddie’s grand ideas if she’d thought they were not right for their family. However, on this occasion she was in agreement, although it would have been nice to have a little more time to plan ahead.


‘Now doesn’t that feel better?’ Stella said as she tucked clean bed linen around Ruby’s exhausted body and brushed a few stray hairs from her pale face. ‘I know it must have been a strain to be carried across the road by my Frank, but at least now you’re in your own home and can sleep in your own bed. We’ll soon have you as right as rain. Now, I’m going to leave you to sleep, and I’ll be back in a few hours with some broth I have simmering on the stove.’


Ruby licked her dry lips. In the few days since she’d lost her baby, she’d hardly been able to face a morsel of food. The delirium following the shock of the birth had her new neighbour, along with her mother, fearing the worst. At the height of her illness as she tossed and turned, her body wracked with fever, she recalled hearing her mother say: ‘If she dies, I won’t look after the boy. He’s too much of a handful, and what with my dodgy ticker it’s best he goes into a home.’ Ruby had tried to call out to tell them she wanted George by her side and needed to know about her baby, but as hard as she tried, no one took any notice. Something deep inside told her to fight whatever was keeping her away from her beloved son. By the following morning the fever had started to subside, but then grief took over when Stella explained her baby had not survived the traumatic birth and had been taken away. As much as Ruby begged to see the baby, her constant requests were ignored. Her mother told her it was for the best, and that Eddie had agreed. Of her husband there was no sign. Stella informed her, between pursed lips, that men grieved in different ways.


Alone at last, Ruby tried not to dwell on the past days, instead forcing herself to concentrate on her new home and the future. She was glad that her mother had thought to put new sheets on her bed rather than the much-boiled patched ones that she kept for daily use. She could smell a faint perfume of lavender, which reminded her of the dainty lace lavender bags she’d purchased on a whim when she spotted a young girl selling them in Woolwich market. An extravagance she could barely afford, but that week had been a good one, with Eddie not frittering away his pay packet on horses and beer. The sheets had been a gift from her sisters on her wedding day, and in those early happy months, she’d prepared her marriage bed with love. Later, as Eddie distanced himself from family life and acted more as if he was a single man, drinking to all hours and coming home when he pleased, she’d packed away her few good pieces of bedding and used the everyday sheets that had been purchased second-hand – not that they weren’t clean, she reminded herself. Wriggling to make herself comfortable, she gazed around the large room and gasped in delight. Eddie had informed her the previous tenant had left behind a few sticks of furniture in his haste to depart, but what she could see was more than the kind of old, knocked-about items she was used to. She was lying in a large brass double bed that faced two tall windows, between which was a dressing table with three shining mirrors. To her left was a chimney breast where a coal fire was burning brightly. Although still August, it had been a miserable, cold month. At each side of the blackleaded grate, a row of painted green and yellow tiles framed the fireplace and matched the darker green tiles in the hearth. She could see that someone had placed her two treasured photographs on the black iron mantelpiece.


On the opposite wall stood a large wardrobe, and beside that a chest of drawers. Every piece matched and, twisting her head sideways, she spotted bedside tables – and all in what she assumed was walnut. Hadn’t she often stood gazing into the windows of the posh furniture shops, promising herself that one day she too would be able to afford such luxurious items? ‘Perhaps it is all a dream,’ she murmured as she fell asleep, with the worry lines around her lips starting to disappear for the first time in weeks.


‘Mummy!’ a voice shouted, as her bed bounced and Ruby jolted awake with a start. ‘Mummy, I have my own bedroom and so does Grandma,’ her son exclaimed excitedly. ‘Do you want to come and see our beds?’


Ruby held out her hand to ruffle his light brown curls, but it felt like lead and flopped back down onto the covers. ‘My darling boy, have you been good for your nan?’


‘As good as a child of that age can be,’ Milly Tomkins huffed as she sat on a hardwood chair set by the fireside. ‘I saw the baby,’ she said quietly, noticing George was out of earshot, having climbed down from the bed and wandered over to the window.


Ruby gazed beseechingly at her mother. ‘I know I’m to blame for killing her.’


‘Kill? What are you talking about, girl? The child wasn’t killed.’


Ruby glanced over to where George was still looking out of one of the tall windows and waving to passing neighbours. Lowering her voice, she said, ‘It must have been something I did, as our George didn’t come along early, and look at him now. As fit as a fiddle. I must have overdone things, what with scrubbing floors to bring in money and then humping our belongings on and off the drayman’s cart.’


Milly put her hands on her hips and huffed again. ‘The child would not have survived if you’d taken to your bed for the past six months and never lifted a finger. It wasn’t meant for this world. It’s best you forget all about it. There will be more babies, just as night follows day; you mark my words.’


Ruby wiped her eyes on the edge of the bed sheet. ‘What do you mean by “never meant for this world?” What was wrong with her?’


Milly pursed her lips. ‘It’s best you don’t know. As I said before, forget about her.’


Ruby shuddered as she fought to hold back sobs of frustration. ‘She’s my daughter, how can I forget her? Besides, there’s the funeral to think about,’ she added, wondering if the few shillings she still had put by for things for the new house would be enough to bury her daughter. It didn’t feel right to be thinking about burying her own child, but sadly it happened. Why, there was a woman she’d known who’d worked down the market who’d died birthing her child, and the baby had gone to the grave with her. Ruby had been told that the woman had lost as many as had lived – and there’d been five young kiddies who’d ended up in the orphanage after their father dumped them and ran off, rather than face his responsibilities.


‘It’s been taken care of, so don’t you go worrying yourself.’


‘What do you mean? Don’t I get a say on where my daughter is to be buried? I want her name on the marker until I can have a headstone made. I can do that, can’t I?’


Milly gave a deep sigh and turned to her grandson. ‘Georgie boy, why don’t you pop downstairs and put some more butter on Mr Tibbs’ paws for me? We don’t want him wandering off and getting himself lost, now, do we?’


‘Yes, Nana,’ the child said as he ran to the stairs.


‘And mind you hold on to the banister rail. If you fall and break your neck, don’t come running to me in tears,’ she called after him as she perched herself on the side of her bed and took Ruby’s hand in her own. ‘Now, I don’t want you fretting yourself over this. It’s just something women have to put up with. You need to harden your heart and get yourself back on your feet. I’ll allow you this one day in bed, but there are things needing doing in this house, so pull yourself together and stop wallowing. It’s time you thought about others, and weren’t so selfish,’ she concluded, before hauling herself to her feet and heading downstairs, muttering as she went.


Ruby lay staring at the ceiling. Was her mum right? She didn’t feel as though she was wallowing in grief. All she knew was, one day she was carrying a child and the next day she wasn’t – and there was nothing to show for it apart from a pain so raw she wanted to scream out loud, even though no one would listen to her. Where was her baby – what had they done with it? Didn’t the poor scrap of life deserve a grave – somewhere its mother could go to mourn? Someone must know, and she was determined to find out what had happened to her daughter.


Ruby must have slept again for a while, as she came to with a start when she heard heavy footsteps on the stairs. ‘Is that you, Mum?’ she called out. She would press Milly to tell her more of what had happened.


‘No, it’s me, your husband,’ Eddie Caselton said loudly as he entered the room and stared down at his wife.


‘I wondered when I’d see you,’ she said, looking for just a spark of sorrow in his face at the loss of his child. ‘It was a baby girl,’ she whispered.


‘So your mother told me, although it doesn’t matter what it was. There’ll be others,’ he added, looking towards his side of the bed.


Ruby couldn’t believe what he was insinuating. ‘Perhaps you can bunk down with our George for a few days? Being poorly, I don’t want to disturb you, and you’ll need your sleep if you’re to get to work on time.’


Eddie shrugged his shoulders and turned to look out of the window. ‘They didn’t want me after all. I’ll have to go back to doing odd jobs for Cedric.’


Ruby sighed as she fought a lump forming in her throat. ‘Oh, Eddie. I thought this move would be a fresh start for us – a lovely new home, a new baby, and you with a decent job. Now we’ve just got the home, and no way to pay the rent. What are we going to do?’


There was a short silence before he replied. ‘You’ll be back on your feet soon and can pick up some work cleaning, or perhaps even working in one of the shops in the town. After all, they’re only round the corner. You could be back to get me dinner, and your mother can do her bit around the house and look after the kid.’


Ruby digested his words. It was as if nothing was going to change. She could see her dreams fading before her eyes. ‘I’m going to call her Sarah, after my nan. I always liked the name.’


‘What are you talking about, woman? There’s nothing to name.’


An ache deep inside told Ruby otherwise. She’d not argue with her husband. What was the point? For him, it was over and done with. Stella was right: men just didn’t understand, or the few who did grieved differently. For all they knew, having a baby simply meant a wife disappeared into the bedroom while the husband was ushered from the house. Hours later, there was a baby, and he was treated to drinks, a slap on the back and a good evening down the pub, she thought bitterly.


When she’d met Eddie Caselton, Ruby had thought herself the luckiest woman in the world. He was a good ten years older than her and considered a lucky catch. Her mother, Milly, had not been so impressed. ‘The only reason he’s married you is because of what you’re carrying in your belly. How could you be so stupid, girl? He wanted you for one thing only. I should wash my hands of you. Your two sisters made good marriages and I expected more of you,’ she’d sniffed.


Ruby had been adamant that Eddie loved her. Hadn’t he treated her like a lady and courted her in the manner expected? It had only been the once that their kisses had gone too far and she’d consented and enjoyed his lovemaking. When she’d cried afterwards, thinking of what had occurred, he’d apologized and promised to care for her if there were any consequences. He’d been as good as his word and married her, declaring to the world it was time he settled down. Sadly, not long after George had been born, Ruby had begun to see that her husband had a different side to him. He preferred doing the odd bit of work for Cedric over holding down a proper job; not that the money he earned often reached home. If not for the few coppers she earned cleaning down the pub, she had no idea how they would have coped. On occasion, when Eddie stumbled home the worse for wear after celebrating a lucky win on the horses, she’d gone through his pockets, taking several coins and hiding them away while he slept off the drink. Was that what she had to look forward to for the rest of her life? Granted, he doted on his son, and no one could say he was a bad father.


Perhaps it was her fault that he behaved the way he did. After she’d given birth to a healthy boy, further pregnancies had failed within weeks of her knowing she was expecting. Sarah was the only one who had almost gone full term. As the weeks turned to months and Ruby’s stomach expanded, she had clung on to the hope that she could give her husband a second child. There must be something wrong with her, to fail her husband like this. There again, her sisters had not provided their husbands with any offspring. She’d once mentioned this to Milly, suggesting there must be something wrong in the family, what with all three sisters having only the one child between them. Milly had scoffed at the suggestion, pointing out that she herself had birthed three healthy girls and Ruby should stop with her fanciful thoughts.


Ruby reached for her bag, which had been placed by the side of the bed. Pulling out her purse, she took a couple of coins and held them out to her husband. ‘Why don’t you go and get yourself a jug of beer? I reckon Mum would like to share a glass with you.’


Eddie took the money and gently stroked her cheek. ‘Look after yourself. I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you,’ he said as he left her alone.


She lay back down, pulling the covers up over her shoulders. The fire in the bedroom was burning well and, with the rain again rattling against the windows, she took a little comfort in its warmth. Who’d have thought it was August? She shivered as she thought again of her daughter, who should have been a September baby. ‘I’m going to do my best to find you, Sarah,’ she whispered. ‘You deserve to have a decent resting place – and I deserve to be able to pay my respects. As soon as I’m on my feet, I’ll find you . . .’
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‘I’m not sure you should be out and about so soon. You still look very pale,’ Stella Green said as she accompanied Ruby on her walk into town. ‘It hasn’t been three weeks since . . .’


‘Since my daughter died,’ Ruby finished, giving the older woman a sympathetic look. ‘Please don’t feel you can’t mention it. It’s bad enough indoors, with Mum refusing to talk about it. Her last comment was “it’s done and dusted”, as if I could ever forget about losing Sarah. I’m glad to be out of the house for a while, and away from her advice. I’m all right, honestly I am.’


‘If you say so,’ Stella said, giving her a hard stare. ‘Sarah?’


Ruby’s face looked a little flushed as she tried to explain. ‘I’ve named her Sarah. My baby deserved a name, at the very least. I may never have seen her, but somehow she feels more real if I can think of her as Sarah.’ She looked sideways at the older woman. ‘Do you think I’m daft?’


Stella stopped walking and turned to face her young neighbour. ‘You must do as you feel fit. I wish I’d given my oldest a name. I love my three sons dearly, but my firstborn is a ghost of a person . . . a ghost I reach out to, but can never quite touch,’ she said with a note of sadness to her voice. ‘Giving him a name might well have helped me grieve his death. I was told by my mother that as he hadn’t cried or taken a breath, he was never a person and must be forgotten. When I lost a second child – he was born after my Donald – it was different. I named him and I could grieve; I know him as my little Stanley.’


Ruby slipped her arm through Stella’s and gave it a squeeze. ‘I’m sorry for your loss. It must have been so hard, being your first.’


‘First, second, third. Is it ever any different? I’ve known women never have another child because they couldn’t bear another loss.’


Ruby frowned. ‘But how . . .?’


‘They either had understanding husbands, or they were strong characters and banished their man to another bed.’


Ruby thought of how Eddie had begged and sulked until she had relented and allowed him back into their marital bed, even though she had no interest in what went on between them. In the past few days she had simply gone through the motions of being a wife and mother, her mind firmly on the daughter she’d lost. Eddie and her mum acted as though the pregnancy and Sarah’s death had not occurred. ‘I can understand why they did it,’ she answered, with a haunted look in her eyes.


‘You and me have got a lot in common, Ruby Caselton. There may be nearly thirty years between us, but we’ve both shared a suffering that we hold deep inside us. I’ll always be here for you, if you need to talk about this. Now, let’s get our shopping done, and then I’ll treat us to a cup of tea in the cafe. I reckon we deserve it, don’t you?’


Ruby gave her new friend a weak smile. ‘I’d like that, thank you. There is something else I’d like to speak to you about, but it doesn’t seem right here in the street.’


‘Then leave it until we’re in the cafe. Hopefully we can find a quiet table. Speaking of being quiet, where is your George today?’


‘Mum’s got him. I had to beg her to keep an eye on him, as shopping with a lively child is something I couldn’t cope with today. Give it a while and I’ll be as right as rain and back to normal. Well, if I ever feel really normal again.’


Stella patted her hand, and they continued walking. For Ruby, this outing was her first look around the thriving riverside town. Shiny new trams followed tracks in the road while linked to overhead cables that seemed to be alive. She could hear a distinct hum from the carriages and spotted sparks, which she found unnerving. Businesses and shops filled the two main roads, with horses and carts delivering all kinds of wares to the traders. She even spotted a motor vehicle parked by the cottage hospital. ‘George will love seeing all this,’ she declared, as the uniformed chauffeur nodded good morning to the two women. ‘It’s much posher than where we lived before.’


‘You’re not from Erith, then?’ Stella asked as they stopped by a butcher’s shop and she peered at a display of skinned rabbits in the window. ‘You know, there was a time my husband brought them home for me to skin . . .’


Ruby wrinkled her nose at the thought of skinning an animal. She was partial to a bit of rabbit for her dinner, but didn’t want one in her kitchen wearing its fur coat. ‘I suppose needs must if you’re hungry enough, but I’ve not got the stomach for doing the skinning,’ she said, turning away from the window. ‘And no, I’m not from round here, but I’m pleased we made the move from Woolwich. I didn’t much like it there. Well, not where we lived, anyroad. This is a lovely town, and I’ve only seen a bit of one street. Is there much work to be had?’ she asked, thinking that Eddie could do well if he put his mind to it and settled into one job.


‘There’s plenty, even if a man doesn’t have a trade.’


‘My Eddie would be looking for labouring work. He had a job, but wants to work down this way now we have the house,’ she explained. ‘He’s a grafter and doesn’t mind getting his hands dirty.’ She didn’t add that of late, hardly any of the money reached home on payday – and although it was true Eddie was a hard worker, he’d had many jobs. ‘I’ll be looking for something for myself as well, once I’m on my feet. Mum will be caring for George – he’d not be left on his own,’ she added, with a spark of defiance in her eyes.


Stella gave a thoughtful nod as she handed coins over to the butcher for the scrag end she’d chosen, placing the wrapped packet in her basket. Ruby Caselton wasn’t telling all, but it was early days, and who was she to question a young woman she’d only known for a few weeks? She liked Ruby a lot, but thought of her more as a young girl than a woman of twenty-five with a small son. In age she sat neatly between her oldest son, Frank, and middle son, Derek. Stella would have loved a daughter of her own. Well, perhaps Ruby Caselton would fill her need for a daughter, even though the waspish Milly Tomkins could claim the position of mother, being the real blood relative. She’d mentioned this very fact to her husband just the evening before. Wilf had laughed, warning her not to interfere in a stranger’s life. He’d mentioned that he thought Eddie Caselton was one of life’s wasters, and as much as he too was taken with Ruby, his opinion was that getting involved in their lives could bring trouble to their own family.


Whatever her husband said, though, Stella knew she would look out for the girl and be a good neighbour to her.


‘There are boards up outside the Vickers factory most days, along with others, calling for people with a trade as well as labourers. Then there’s the docks, the coalyards as well as the brickfields. Why, my Derek is doing well working down the brickfield, and the money is regular during the summer months. Making bricks is a good honest trade if you don’t mind outside work.’


Ruby looked thoughtful as she listened to Stella. ‘Does your Frank work there too?’


‘No, he works down at the coalyard. He’s a clerk in the office,’ she said proudly. ‘My Wilf wanted Frank to join him on the river, but Frank’s not so keen. It’s a shame, as being a lighterman runs in the family. Unless a family member puts you forward for a job, you can’t get in. Wilf is the master of his own tug, the Merry England, and he has rowed in the annual Doggett’s cup race on the river.’


‘That sounds really important,’ Ruby replied, although she didn’t really understand half of what her neighbour had said. She liked Stella’s husband and sons, who had sat with her when she was poorly. Frank had read to her while she was weak and lent her a well-thumbed copy of Great Expectations to take back to number thirteen. Wilfred Green had sat smoking his pipe, pointing out items of interest from his newspaper. They were polite to Eddie the few times he’d popped over the road and they’d entertained George, too, pulling out old wooden toys that had belonged to the three brothers when they’d been younger.


‘Wilf says Frank is a thinker, not someone to work with his hands on the river. Even Derek would rather work with his mates making bricks. Perhaps Frank will reconsider when he’s older. It would be good to keep the tug boat in our family.’


Once Stella’s doctor declared Ruby strong enough to be moved, her eldest son had carried her with ease across the road and up to her bed, Stella hurrying behind all the time telling him to be careful and watching out for the nosy neighbours who peered from behind their lace curtains. Ruby had still been very weak, and she had little memory of it now apart from Frank’s strong arms and twinkling blue eyes. This wasn’t Eddie, the man who had stolen her heart when she was a mere slip of a girl, and who her mother had hassled to marry her when she was expecting her George. Any man was better than being an unmarried mother. A moment of madness when she fell for Eddie’s charms had resulted in her mother marching them both down the aisle long before anyone outside the family was aware there was a child on the way – which was surprising, considering her slim outline at that time.


At the age of twenty, Ruby had been pleased to be with child. Many girls her age had already been married a while. She’d almost thought herself on the shelf, destined to be a spinster living with her mother for the rest of her days. Granted, she had a real fondness for Eddie – otherwise, she had no idea what she would have done. Her two sisters had backed their mother. Both of them had found themselves good husbands, and in their eyes a younger sister having a child out of wedlock would blacken the family name. Only weeks after the wedding, though, Ruby had realized that Eddie’s promises were not to be believed. What was that saying about promises and piecrusts, she thought to herself? Long before their son arrived, they were living in one room in a building that should have been pulled down years earlier, instead of in a little house with a garden where she could grow roses, as he’d promised. Ruby had no idea about gardening, but on a Sunday school trip into the country she’d spotted such a house and had mentioned it to Eddie in the days leading up to their wedding. She’d kept holding on to her dream as they had moved from one awful home to another. Along the way, Milly had joined them; she hardly had the means to support herself and her meagre earnings diverted to Eddie’s pocket to pay for her keep.


‘Watch it!’ Stella shouted, grabbing Ruby’s arm and pulling her back onto the pavement and away from an approaching tram. ‘Blimey, love, we didn’t get you over your illness just to have you perish under one of these new-fangled tramcars. You was in another world there for a while.’


Ruby was shaking from the shock, but stopped to look at Stella. ‘I wasn’t ill. I was grieving for my Sarah,’ she said, before bursting into tears.


‘Oh my, you are in a state. I’m sorry if my words offended you. Look, there’s a cafe just here. Much better than those posh tearooms in Pier Road. Let me get you sat down with a hot drink and we can have a chat,’ Stella said, steering her into the busy establishment, where they found an empty table.


Ruby wiped her eyes on the cuff of her faded wool coat and tried to pull herself together. ‘Sorry. I don’t know what came over me,’ she said as she sat down on a small wooden chair in the corner of the room. Stella removed a used white plate and mug from the table and placed them onto the high counter.


‘Two teas and a couple of those, when you’re ready, Marge,’ she said, indicating a pile of small meat pies stacked under a glass dome.


Marge, a generously built woman swathed in a clean cotton apron, nodded in acknowledgement while frantically buttering bread.


‘I’ll be with you in two ticks, love. I’m run off me feet today, what with being on me own. My Sid’s got another of his chests.’


Stella made a sympathetic noise and turned away from the counter to sit down with Ruby, who had done her best to compose herself. She reached out and covered Ruby’s hand with her own. ‘You know, it is all right to be angry. I know we’ve not known each other long but because of what happened I feel we’re already close friends. Why, I look on you as the daughter I never had . . .’ She stopped speaking mid-sentence as a stricken look crossed Ruby’s pale face. ‘I’m sorry – I must be more careful what I say,’ she added, as Ruby reached into her pocket for a square of rag on which to wipe her eyes.


‘No – I’ve got to learn not to get so upset. You are the only one I can talk to about . . . about Sarah. Please, you mustn’t ever think you have upset me. I’ll do my best not to get so tearful. I just wish I knew what they’d done with her. Does that sound wrong?’


‘No, my love. You have a right to know. When you took poorly and we could see this baby wasn’t coming as it should have done, we sent for Doctor Hind, and he came along with Nurse Rose. I was sent from the room, and your mum stayed with you for a while – until it got too much for her, and she left in a hurry. She mumbled that it was all over, so I went back into the room to be with you.’


Ruby searched Stella’s face and could only see sympathy and concern. ‘Did you see her . . .? It’s just that Mum said it wasn’t pleasant, and she wouldn’t have had a good life if she’d survived. I can’t get that thought out of my mind.’ She bit her lip, fighting the tears that threatened to return.


Stella shook her head in disgust. Why would a mother say such things to a daughter who had just lost a child? ‘I did see her, and she had the most beautiful hair, just like your George’s. Very fine, but you could see there would be curls.’


Ruby sighed. ‘I’m so pleased. Mum must have been wrong, then?’


Stella paused for a moment. She didn’t want to base their new friendship on lies, but all the same, would never say what she’d really witnessed. ‘Let’s just say Milly was probably distraught at losing a grandchild. It was hard for everyone present. Why, even Doctor Hind had a tear in his eye.’


Ruby felt a weight of relief flood over her. ‘I imagined they bundled her away with no respect for what might have been . . . Where is she, Stella? I really thought I could have had a funeral for her.’


They stopped speaking as Marge put two mugs of tea on the table. Both mugs were held in one of her chubby hands, while in the other were two pies on a plate. ‘Pay me when you’re ready to leave,’ she said, seeing that the younger woman with Stella seemed upset. ‘I don’t think we’ve met before, love. I’m Marge Dobkins. Me and the old fella run this place. Are you visiting the town?’


‘This is Mrs Caselton. She’s not long moved in across the road from me, Marge,’ Stella said, smiling at the larger woman.


‘How do you do, Mrs Caselton?’ Marge wiped her hands on her apron before offering one to Ruby.


Ruby took her hand and winced as it was pumped up and down in a vice-like grip. ‘Please, you must call me Ruby. You have a very nice place here, Marge.’


‘It keeps me busy and the old man out of trouble,’ Marge said, puffing herself up with pride. ‘If I do say so myself, my meat puddings and mutton pies are the best in all the town. People leave here satisfied and without cause for complaint. I just wish I had some more help around the place. I get home every night exhausted. Oh well, mustn’t complain,’ she said as someone called to her to be served. ‘Enjoy your tea, and welcome to Erith.’


‘She seems very nice,’ Ruby said as she sipped the scalding hot amber liquid from the large mug.


‘Salt of the earth,’ Stella said, noting what lovely manners Ruby had. ‘Now, where were we?’


‘I wondered what they’d done with my daughter,’ Ruby said, staring into her mug. ‘Once I know, I’ll feel at peace. I’ve had such dreams about her. She’s been calling for me and crying out. I woke up once and thought I could hear her.’


Stella thought it was more likely to be Mrs Henderson from number seventeen’s old moggy out on the tiles, but did not say so. ‘Grief can do strange things to us,’ she said, not wanting to tell any more of what she knew.


Ruby became frustrated, clenching her hands together until her knuckles turned white, but dared not scream and shout at Stella even though she wanted nothing more than to demand to know what had happened to her baby. ‘Please, Stella, I really do want to know where she is, even if it is not pleasant,’ she implored.


‘Pleasant? Goodness me, as if I’d let anything awful happen to an innocent baby. They just take them away, Ruby. The ones that never wake up are simply taken away.’


‘Is that what happened to your baby boy?’ Ruby asked softly, now she had started to get somewhere.


‘No, my Stanley has a grave up at Saint Paulinus churchyard. You see, he took a breath and he cried. He was so poorly and passed away before the day was out. However, I’ll never forget my first baby . . .’


It was Ruby’s turn to reach across the marble-topped table and take Stella’s hand. ‘I’m sorry to have asked. It wasn’t my intention to hurt you.’


Stella waved away the apology. ‘I’ve had long enough to accept what happened. I have my faith,’ she said, reaching for a small silver cross that hung on a chain at her throat. ‘I’ll meet him again one day.’


Ruby nodded in agreement. Although she wasn’t one for religion, she knew it was of help to some people. ‘It must be a comfort to you. But what about my Sarah, where is she?’


Stella sighed. She knew that Ruby would never let up asking her. She’d be the same if it were her little one that hadn’t survived. ‘I know the nurse who was attending with Doctor Hind took her away. She told me it’s what they do,’ she said, as she saw a distressed look cross Ruby’s face. ‘Perhaps we could pay the doctor a visit and ask him? Would that help?’


‘Oh please, it would help so much. When can we go and ask him?’


‘Let’s finish up here, then we can pop in and see him. He is no doubt working in the cottage hospital – he’s a big supporter of our hospital,’ she added proudly, noticing Ruby’s quizzical look.


‘Is that the large house we walked past just now – the one with the trees and wooden fence? I spotted a nurse at the door.’


‘That’s the place. Now, come on, tuck in to that pie. We need to get some meat back on your bones. There’s hardly anything of you.’


Ruby could have screamed: after standing for ages in the reception room of the cottage hospital, they were told the doctor was with a poorly patient and it would be best for them to return another time.


‘I’m so sorry,’ the nurse said, seeing Ruby’s disappointment. ‘Are you ill? I may be able to help.’


‘We just wanted to ask him something,’ Stella said, taking Ruby’s arm to lead her towards the door.


Ruby pulled away, not wishing to leave the building that might hold the secret of what had happened to her daughter. ‘Please, I just want to know what Doctor Hind did with my baby after she was stillborn. Can someone help me?’ she begged, as her tears started to fall unchecked.


The nurse felt a surge of sympathy as she looked at the distraught young woman in front of her. There was nothing of her, and she looked younger than her own daughter, who had not long given birth to a bouncing baby boy. ‘Were you admitted to this hospital?’


Ruby shook her head, unable to speak. Was it possible the nurse would help her? There again, she wouldn’t know anything about Sarah, as she had been born at Stella’s house. As she took a shuddering breath and opened her mouth to speak, Stella stepped forward.


‘Mrs Caselton’s baby daughter was born in my front bedroom just around the corner in Alexandra Road. Doctor Hind was in attendance, due to her being so poorly. The child did not survive and was taken away. We just wondered . . .’


All three women fell silent, Ruby and Stella hoping against hope that the nurse would be able to give them some information.


The nurse wondered whether she would get into trouble if she imparted what she knew. She glanced over her shoulder towards the double doors leading into the small hospital, aware that at any time a colleague or superior might come through them and catch her saying something she shouldn’t. She drew them to one side, where there was a wooden bench. ‘Would you like to sit down?’


‘No, thank you,’ Ruby answered, keen to know why the woman had not led them straight to the front door. Stella tugged Ruby’s sleeve to make her do as requested, and they both sat down.


‘Do you know something?’ Stella urged, noticing for the first time the stray grey hairs escaping from beneath the elaborate white starched cap, as well as the rising colour of the nurse’s cheeks and trembling hands. ‘We don’t want you to get into trouble. Perhaps it would be best if we just left?’


Ruby wanted to scream again. She closed her eyes and quickly prayed that the nurse, if she knew something, would not change her mind about sharing what she had to say.


‘I’ll have to be quick,’ the woman said, as two nurses entered through the front door and hurried into the hospital through the double doors. The three women jumped as the doors swung open, with Stella putting her hand to her chest to still her beating heart. It felt as though it was hammering nineteen to the dozen.


‘In cases where the child fails to waken . . . I know that Doctor Hind arranges for the body to be laid to rest.’


‘My daughter has a grave?’ Ruby asked, as emotion stirred deep inside. ‘I feared the worst,’ she added as the other two women hushed her high-pitched tone in case it alerted the almoner, whose office door was close to a wide staircase next to the double doors.


‘Sshh,’ the nurse hissed. ‘You must remain quiet or I’ll have to ask you to leave.’


Both women apologized and Stella took Ruby’s hand, ready to give it a hard squeeze if her young neighbour became over-excited again. ‘Where does he send the children?’ she asked. ‘I assume they go to an undertaker?’


‘Yes. I only know this as I have a cousin who works for the undertaker. Both Doctor Hind and the undertaker are benefactors of this hospital and wish to do what they can for the people of Erith. However, it may be that your child does not have a marked grave. I know little more than that,’ she said, as Ruby gave a quizzical look.


‘May we speak to your cousin?’


The nurse looked alarmed. ‘No, I dare not give you his name, as then he would know I’d broken his confidence.’


‘Then please, can you at least tell us which funeral director would have laid Sarah to rest?’ Stella begged.


‘I named my child Sarah,’ Ruby explained.


‘Why, that’s my name also,’ the nurse said, as if it had helped her make up her mind. ‘All I will tell you is that the business where you may find all you wish to know is in the high street,’ she added, before wishing them luck and scurrying away just as the almoner came from her office, her black gown rustling as she moved.


‘May I help you, ladies?’ she enquired, her dark, hooded eyes peering at Stella and Ruby.


Stella pulled Ruby to her feet and gave a polite nod. ‘We came to see Doctor Hind, but he is busy. Thank you for your interest,’ she said, as the pair hurried away.


‘We are no closer to knowing where Sarah was taken,’ Ruby sighed.


‘But we are. There are only two undertakers in the town, and just one in the high street. Follow me,’ Stella said, weaving her way through the busy shoppers.


Ruby found it hard to catch up. For one thing, she wasn’t feeling very fit: it was the first time she’d left home since being so poorly. Secondly, her ill-fitting shoes were giving her grief. She’d packed the insoles with newspaper due to them leaking in wet weather, and she could feel her toes becoming sore from the chafing. She was relieved when Stella halted in front of a sombre-looking establishment, the window draped in black crepe sashes with the sign above in gold lettering declaring the business to be Michael Hind, Funeral Director.


‘He has the same name as the doctor,’ Stella remarked, trying to read the letters while jumping aside to avoid a woman pushing a perambulator. She opened the door and walked in. Ruby followed close behind, a little unsure of what to expect, as she’d never been in such a place before. She looked around warily. A man in a sombre black suit and a wing-collared shirt rose to his feet from behind a highly polished desk. Nodding respectfully while placing his hands together, which Ruby thought made him look rather pious, he gave a thin-lipped smile.


‘How can I help you?’ he said, giving Ruby a look that suggested she was unworthy of stepping over the threshold of his establishment.


‘We’ve come to make an enquiry about a baby that may have been buried by your company in the past three weeks. It was taken from my house in Alexandra Road by Doctor Hind. My name is Mrs Stella Green.’


The man flinched at the mention of Doctor Hind’s name. ‘You would need to speak to my employer. I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to give out confidential information,’ he said as he sat down, dismissing Stella’s question.


‘Please,’ Ruby begged, ‘can’t you at least tell us if you help the stillborn babies find a final resting place? Is there a special grave for them?’


The man coughed and ran a finger round his stiff collar. ‘If my employer is party to such charitable concerns, it is none of my business. I suggest you speak to him.’


Ruby felt a frisson of excitement course through her veins. The man hadn’t dismissed her question, so there was hope that indeed they had come to the right place.


‘When will Mr Hind return to his office?’ Stella asked.


‘He is away on business for the rest of this week. I suggest you put any questions you might have in writing. He will deal with it upon his return. Now, if you will excuse me.’ He opened a leather-bound ledger on his desk and picked up his fountain pen.


Stella nudged Ruby’s arm, and they stepped out onto the street.


‘I’m not one for writing letters. Surely if that man knew about Sarah, he could tell us?’


Stella shook her head. ‘He’s doing his job, and no doubt has been given his orders. But there was something in the way he acted when we explained why we were there . . . It was as if he knew what had happened to Sarah, but didn’t wish to say – or did not approve. There must be another way to find out.’ She looked at an alleyway that ran alongside the shop. ‘Follow me,’ she said over her shoulder as she stepped briskly towards it.


Ruby shivered as she followed closely behind her new friend. ‘Where are we going?’ She did her best to hold up the skirt of her coat and dress so they wouldn’t drag on the muddy ground beneath her feet. With August being so unseasonably wet, and the close walls of the buildings each side of them blocking out what sun there was, the alleyway gave off an atmosphere of wintry gloom.


Stella ignored Ruby’s question and ploughed ahead until the narrow alley opened out into a yard where several men went about their business. They were hitching horses wearing black plumes to a fine-looking carriage, inside of which was a polished ebony coffin. Ruby shivered and crossed herself, as she’d seen others do when a funeral cortege passed by.


Stella approached a man who was leaning against a wall smoking a cigarette. ‘Excuse me . . .’


‘What can I do for you, love?’


‘This may seem a little strange, but I need to find something out that would help my friend here get over her grief. We did ask in the office, but the man was not very helpful.’


Ruby thought it best to let Stella do the talking and simply nodded her head.


‘Albert Brownlow wouldn’t give someone help if they was gasping their last breath,’ the man sneered as another worker nearby called out in agreement. ‘Perhaps we can help you?’


‘Could you?’ Ruby begged, forgetting that she had decided to keep quiet.


The man gave her a grin. ‘I definitely can, if it means putting another smile on that sad face of yours. Has it got something to do with personal effects going missing? We’ve had two complaints in the past week, and we reckon old Brownlow has something to do with it. We all plan to ’ave a word with Mr Hind when he returns, before anyone pokes the finger of blame at us.’


‘No, it’s nothing like that. We wanted to know if Mr Hind ever helps women who lose babies during childbirth?’


‘Does he give them a funeral?’ Ruby chipped in, thinking Stella was too slow with her questions.


The man stubbed out his cigarette and rubbed the whiskers on his chin slowly as he thought. ‘Er, Ernie, I think you could help these ladies,’ he called to an older man who was rubbing a rag over the carriage.


Ernie tucked the rag in his pocket and joined them, taking his cap off as he did so. ‘It’s all right, Jim, I heard what the lady said. I’ll take it from here.’


The two women held their breath, both worrying that they were about to be dismissed from the premises. Ruby thought it time they explained themselves. It was surely their last chance to ask for help. ‘My baby never woke after she was born. I want to know what happened to her. I need to know where I can lay flowers and remember the child I carried,’ she pleaded, placing her hand on her stomach as she spoke.


‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ the older man said. Ruby believed him, as she saw his eyes water. ‘Yes, Mr Hind is a charitable man – he does much for the cottage hospital and the good people of Erith. It was when his own daughter lost a son that he wondered what happened to babies that did not survive childbirth. His brother is a doctor, and a cousin of theirs is a minister of the Baptist church. Together they make sure all those babies receive a burial, even though in the eyes of the law they are not registered.’


‘You mean Ruby’s daughter has been buried in consecrated ground thanks to these charitable gentlemen?’ Stella asked. ‘I suppose they do not inform the families in case a fuss is made. Imagine if all and sundry started turning up at the graves to pay their respects.’


‘That’s about it,’ Ernie said, giving them a gentle smile. ‘I hope in some way it helps with your grief?’


‘It does,’ Ruby said as she took his hand and shook it in gratitude. ‘Is it possible to find out where my Sarah is laid to rest?’


‘Now you’re asking something,’ he said, scratching his head. ‘You’d be surprised how many young souls are helped. We don’t have a special grave for them, you see.’


‘Whatever do you mean?’ Stella sounded confused.


Ernie turned and pointed to the carriage about to leave the yard for a funeral service. ‘Do you see below the carriage there is a compartment? What do you think it is for?’


‘Food for the horses?’ Ruby said.


‘Spades for the grave to be dug?’ Stella suggested.


‘In a way you’re both right, as they have many uses. However, Mr Hind had them included when each carriage was commissioned. They can hold three, maybe four small coffins for the unregistered deceased babies, but it would depend on the size of the grave. I’ve never known us bury more than two together.’


‘You mean Mr Hind goes to all this trouble for babies like my Sarah?’ Ruby shook her head in disbelief. ‘If only my daughter had breathed for a little while, I could have said goodbye properly. He deserves to be knighted for such charitable works.’


Stella nodded in agreement. ‘Can you tell us where Ruby’s Sarah is buried – and how would they bury her, if there is no special grave for these babies?’


‘If you can tell me the date she was born, I can most likely say where she is,’ he said, looking between the two women.


‘It was the fifth of August and Doctor Hind, along with his nurse, left my house at just after four o’clock. They had the child with them. I will never forget that day,’ Stella said as she put her arm around Ruby’s shoulders and pulled the now-crying young woman to her.


‘I’ll get her a cup of water.’ Ernie blew his nose on a handkerchief pulled from his pocket before going to the pump in the corner of the yard and filling a tin cup with clear water. ‘Get that down you, girl, you’ve had a lot to put up with by the sounds of things,’ he said as he made sure she was holding the cup securely. ‘I’m going to check my logbook to see what work we had on the fifth of August. If anyone should come out of the office and question why you’re here, you can tell them Ernie Grafton asked you to drop off a fresh supply of shrouds. We often get deliveries from the seamstresses so no one will be any the wiser.’


Stella felt a shudder run through her body at the thought of making such items, but with Ruby still upset, it quickly went from her mind. ‘Here, love, finish the water, it will make you feel a lot better.’


‘Thanks, but I’ve had enough.’ Ruby refused the mug. ‘Why don’t you have some? You must be as shaken and thirsty as I was.’


Stella thankfully finished what was left. ‘That went down well. I don’t know about you, but I could manage another cup of tea from the cafe.’


‘And another of Marge’s meat pies,’ Ruby said, licking her lips.


‘Why don’t we go back there again after we say goodbye to Ernie? I do need to pick up some black bootlaces, but apart from that I’ve got a while before I need to be home sorting out dinner for my hungry lot.’


‘It’s a deal,’ Ruby said, ‘but please let me treat you. I couldn’t have done this without your help. In fact, God knows what would’ve happened to me that day if you haven’t come out into the street when I collapsed.’


‘Don’t be so daft. That’s what neighbours are for. I expect you’d do the same for me if I was in the same circumstances. Not that I’m likely to catch at my age,’ she added.


Ruby could only give her a sympathetic smile. Stella was a tonic, and even though she was grieving for Sarah, she couldn’t help but feel joyous that she had found a good friend.


‘That’s put the colour back in your cheeks,’ Ernie said, returning with a small cloth-covered ledger. ‘The fifth of August, you say,’ he added, thumbing through the pages.


‘Yes, and it was late afternoon.’ Stella peered over his shoulder. She couldn’t make out any of the words as the handwriting was too small and neat.


‘Here it is,’ he said triumphantly, tapping the page with his finger. ‘I thought it was so, but wanted to check before I said anything to you. We buried a Miss Allinson on the sixth along with a small unmarked coffin containing a female child. That’ll be the one.’


‘Are you sure?’ Stella asked. ‘Could it have been another baby?’


Ernie flicked through the pages. ‘There was a boy two days later, so the girl buried with Miss Allinson is definitely your baby.’


Ruby shook her head in disbelief. ‘I don’t understand why a family would allow an unknown baby to be buried with their loved one. It doesn’t make sense.’


Ernie gave Ruby a hard stare. ‘The family know nothing about it. We slip the child into the fresh grave and cover it with earth. Then, after the service in the chapel, the deceased is laid to rest and the family are none the wiser.’


Stella thought it an ideal situation, in the circumstances, but didn’t like to say so in case of upsetting Ruby. ‘So now you know, girl. Do you feel any happier?’


Ruby kept her gaze on Ernie. ‘So where is this grave?’


Ernie looked uncomfortable. ‘I shouldn’t really say, but as you already know the name of the deceased, it wouldn’t take much ferreting about for you to find it. It’s up at Brook Street cemetery.’


Ruby looked to Stella. ‘Do you know this cemetery? Is it far away?’


‘You’re not thinking of going up there, are you?’ Stella asked. ‘You’re still recovering, my girl. You don’t need any more excitement today.’


‘Of course I am. I’ve not found the information only to go home without paying my respects to my daughter. I’ll not tell a soul,’ she assured a worried-looking Ernie. ‘Thank you for all you’ve done. I’m happy to go alone, if one of you would point the way.’


Ernie thought for a moment. ‘The quickest way would be to get on one of those new trams and go as far as Northumberland Heath, then walk down Brook Street. You can’t miss the cemetery, although it’s a fair walk,’ he said, thinking she’d find the walk taxing.


‘My George would like to go on the trams. He has spoken of nothing else since his nan walked him around the road to watch them. Perhaps I should wait until tomorrow before I go to this cemetery. I can take George as a special treat. He’d like that. Yes, that’s what I’ll do,’ she said, before thanking Ernie for his help and following Stella back through the alleyway and out into the busy high street.
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