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CHAPTER ONE


1876


‘I’m just walking over to the church, Mrs Fudge,’ Reverend Michael Redfern called to his housekeeper. ‘I shan’t be long.’ He opened the door and stepped out into the cool May evening. The low sun had set the western sky aflame with its dying embers and a fat, creamy moon was rising in the east. Shrouded in shadow, an owl hooted in the boughs of a nearby horse chestnut tree. Michael breathed in deeply, filling his lungs with the pungent scent of wild garlic.


He had arrived in the Anglo-Saxon market town of Blandford Forum as a humble curate twenty-five years before and had been the incumbent of the Church of St Mark the Evangelist ever since. Having never married, his parishioners were his family. He advised them, comforted them and rejoiced with them. He married them, baptized their children and, when their time came, he buried them. He was a man perfectly content with his lot in life. Whistling cheerfully, he threaded his way through the kissing gate, the gravel crunching beneath his feet as he followed the path to the centuries-old church.


It was a short walk from the rectory to the church, yet by the time he reached the wooden porch, he was breathing heavily. He was a thickset man with a shock of greying blond hair and a paunch which had, thanks to May Fudge’s excellent home cooking, expanded considerably in recent years. Pausing to catch his breath, he made a mental note to ask his housekeeper, once again, to please reduce the amount of cakes and puddings she plied him with.


Thinking about the supper he’d recently consumed, he pushed open the heavy oak door but stopped in surprise when his eyes fell on the girl seated in the front pew, dark auburn hair shining in the pale candlelight like burnished copper. Her shoulders were hunched and it was clear to Michael from the way they shook that she was crying bitterly.


Momentarily unnerved by her unexpected presence, Michael shut the door quietly behind him and started up the aisle towards her, the soles of his shoes squeaking softly on the stone floor. He coughed as he approached, hoping to alert the girl to his presence, but if she heard him, she gave no sign. The church was otherwise deserted, evensong having finished well over an hour earlier. Michael slid silently into the pew beside the sobbing girl. That was when he noticed the baby on her lap.


It was swaddled in a frayed shawl, fast asleep, pale lashes resting on porcelain cheeks, wisps of strawberry-blond hair curling from beneath a knitted cap.


Suddenly aware of his presence, the girl turned her tear-stained face towards him. Michael recognized her immediately.


‘Bea? Little Beatrice Cullen, my star Sunday school pupil?’


‘Yes, sir.’ Bea bowed her head, a crimson stain spreading up her pale neck and flooding her cheeks. Her green eyes were red and swollen from crying and carried such a look of abject misery and despair that Michael found himself momentarily lost for words. He handed Bea his handkerchief. Shadows danced on the walls as the candles flickered and sputtered in their sconces.


‘And who is this little mite?’ he asked, once Bea had wiped her face and blown her nose. She bundled the handkerchief in her fist and sighed.


‘This is my Lily,’ she replied in a small voice. ‘Lilian Mary, after my ma and my nan.’


‘Both very fine women.’ Michael nodded. Lilian Cullen and her daughter-in-law, Mary, both resided in St Mark’s churchyard, carried off by a particularly vicious strain of influenza that had swept through the town a decade before. Unable to cope with his six-year-old daughter, Bea’s father had sent her to the Union Workhouse up at Shaftesbury. Soon afterwards he had left the county and, as far as Michael was aware, no one had heard from him since.


‘As I recall, you were working at Bay Willow House.’


‘Yes, sir. I was a scullery maid, sir.’


‘You’ve come from there tonight?’


Bea shook her head. ‘No, sir, from Shaftesbury.’


‘You walked here from Shaftesbury?’ Michael exclaimed, aghast. ‘That’s nigh on twelve miles of hard road, and with an infant besides.’


Bea shrugged. ‘A passing drayman let me ride along with him most of the way. I only walked the last three miles or so.’ She yawned and Michael was reminded of just how young she was.


Now Michael noticed the drab Union Workhouse dress and the worn shoes, and the severity of Bea’s plight began to dawn on him.


‘Lilian was born out of wedlock,’ he said matter-of-factly.


Bea nodded, her eyes filling with fresh tears. ‘Yes, sir. As soon as my condition became noticeable, I was sacked without references. I tried to find work but no one would hire me because of my situation.’


‘And what of the baby’s father?’ Michael asked, his brow knitting together over his nose. ‘He must be called to account and made to marry you.’


‘That is not possible, sir,’ Bea replied with a sorrowful shake of her auburn mane. ‘He is engaged to be married.’


‘Then the engagement must be broken off,’ Michael fumed, his mind’s eyes picturing a cocky farm labourer who had played fast and loose with Bea’s heart while planning to wed another.


Bea fixed her gaze on the plain wooden cross suspended on the grey stone behind the altar. ‘He is engaged to Miss Cynthia Lovett,’ she said dully. ‘You may have seen the announcement in The Times.’


Michael’s shoulders sagged in resignation. ‘Ah,’ was all he could say.


‘I’m not a trollop like Mrs White said, sir. Freddie told me he loved me and I believed him.’


‘I take it we’re talking about Master Freddie Copperfield, eldest son of Sir Frederick and Lady Copperfield?’


Bea’s expression was one of abject misery and Michael’s heart went out to her.


‘So, after trying unsuccessfully to find employment, you ended up back at the workhouse?’


‘I had no choice, sir. I had nowhere else to go.’ She met Michael’s gaze. ‘That’s why I came to find you. You were always kind to me when I was a child, and I know you will do right by Lily.’


‘There is always the Foundling Hospital,’ Michael said. He rubbed the bridge of his nose with his forefinger as Bea shook her head vehemently.


‘I do not want Lily’s future left to chance. I know you will find her a good family, people who will love her like their own.’


Michael sighed deeply. He steepled his fingers and bowed his head as if in prayer. Silence stretched between them. Lily stirred in Bea’s arms but didn’t wake. Bea cuddled her close, aware that her time with Lily was drawing to a close.


‘You are certain?’ Michael asked finally, breaking the lengthy silence.


‘You know I have no choice, sir,’ Bea said sadly.


‘Then I believe I know of the perfect family right here in Blandford. Jim and Martha Hayter. They buried their infant daughter just three days ago. I shall call on them in the morning, but for now you and Lily will spend the night at the rectory. Mrs Fudge will no doubt enjoy having the little one to dote on, and you’re in need of a good supper and a decent night’s sleep.’ He got to his feet and helped Bea up. She managed a small smile.


‘Thank you, Reverend, sir,’ she said softly. ‘I knew you wouldn’t let us down.’





The moon was bright, lighting their path. An owl hooted nearby, followed by the high-pitched screech of its unfortunate prey. It was a mild night with just the faintest breeze rustling the sycamore trees that surrounded the old rectory. Smoke curled from one of the chimney pots and light spilled from a downstairs window. A dog barked and the front door opened, lamplight spilling onto the path as an overweight, grey-muzzled retriever came bounding out, tail wagging in welcome.


‘You were a long time, Reverend.’ The ample figure of May Fudge, in hat and coat, filled the doorway. She was in her late fifties, with wiry grey hair worn in a bun, and facial features that gave the appearance of sternness, belying her warm, compassionate nature. Her brows arched in surprise at the sight of the young girl hovering at Michael’s side, a tiny infant cradled to her chest.


‘And who do we have here?’ she queried as Michael bent down to pat the dog, which was sniffing around Bea’s skirts.


‘It’s me, Mrs Fudge,’ Bea said shyly. ‘Bea Cullen.’


‘Mary Cullen’s lass? Well, I’m blessed. I haven’t laid eyes on you since you were knee high to a frog. Come on inside, girl. There’s a pot of cocoa warming on the stove and plenty of stew left over from the reverend’s supper.’ Shooing away the inquisitive retriever, May ushered Bea down the hall and into the front parlour where a fire crackled cheerfully in the grate.


‘I told Bea she could spend the night,’ Michael said, meeting May’s gaze over Bea’s bowed head. The old housekeeper nodded, her expression one of compassion. She had noticed the lack of a wedding band on the girl’s left hand. Bea Cullen wasn’t the first girl in the town to get herself into trouble and May doubted she’d be the last.


‘I’ll fetch the cocoa,’ she said once she’d settled Bea on the sofa, Lily sleeping contentedly beside her amidst a nest of cushions.





Some time later, Michael lay tossing and turning in his bed listening to the familiar sounds of the old house creaking and settling. His usual contentment had completely deserted him as his mind explored every possibility.


For propriety’s sake, May had insisted on spending the night. ‘You don’t want to set tongues wagging,’ she had told Michael firmly when he’d protested. ‘You know what busybodies some of your parishioners can be.’ And Michael had had to concur. The last thing he wanted was to sully Bea’s reputation any further. So, while Bea ate her stew and fed Lily, May had made up the double bed in the front bedroom where the women both now slept, Lily tucked snuggly in the crook of Bea’s arm.


Bea had cried herself to sleep, sobbing quietly into the pillow as May gently stroked her hair and whispered meaningless words of comfort.


Sleep still eluding him, Michael threw off the covers and padded to the window. The moon cast a silvery light over the back garden, neighbouring rooftops and the hills beyond. From his vantage point he could just make out the sloping roof of the police station, and the Hayters’ cottage adjacent to it. Little Annie Hayter, second child of Constable Jim Hayter and his wife Martha, had lived only a few weeks. He blinked, unable to erase the memory of Jim and Martha sitting in the front pew, stoic and white-faced in their dark mourning clothes; little Charlie, their bewildered five-year-old son, wedged between them. Please God, he prayed now, the Hayters would be willing to take on Bea’s child and, he sent an urgent petition Heavenward, please let Martha still be able to nurse, otherwise it would be the Foundling Hospital or the workhouse for the little mite and God alone knew what would become of her then.










CHAPTER TWO


‘Will you have another slice of toast, Jim?’ Martha Hayter brushed a strand of blond hair out of her blue eyes in a gesture of weary irritation. She knew she looked a mess but she was too tired and too sad to care. Ever since the funeral three days ago, she’d wanted nothing more than to climb into bed and sink into blissful oblivion.


‘You’re all right, Martha, love,’ Jim replied from where he sat beside the fireplace polishing his shoes. ‘I don’t have much of an appetite.’ He glanced over to where Charlie sat at the scrubbed pine table, his natural childish exuberance stifled in the face of his parents’ grief.


‘What about you, Charlie, lad?’ Jim said, attempting to inject some lightness into his tone. ‘Think you could manage a slice of toast?’


Charlie looked up from his porridge. A good-looking boy, he had inherited his father’s olive skin, dark brown eyes and unruly black curls. His dark eyes flicked towards his mother who was standing at the sink, staring out the window. He shook his head.


‘No, thank you, Father.’


He cast another anxious glance in his mother’s direction before venturing hopefully, ‘Am I going back to school today, Father?’ Much as Charlie had loved and missed his baby sister, Jim could see that the thought of another day of oppressive silence, punctuated by his mother’s weeping while waiting for the chimes of the mantelpiece clock counting down one long, dreadful hour after another, hung heavily on his young shoulders.


‘If your mother has no objections, I reckon it will do you good to get back to school. What do you say, Martha, love?’ He looked at his wife sadly, awaiting her reply.


He’d fallen for Martha the moment he’d laid eyes on her dancing round the maypole at the annual Mayday Fair in the marketplace. It was an event that drew crowds from near and far and Martha had travelled across the river from Blandford St Mary with her older sister Doris. Jim had been a fresh-faced lad of seventeen, Martha just fifteen.


Her blue ribbon had worked its way loose and her long blond hair tumbled around her shoulders; her white lawn dress swirled, every so often affording Jim a tantalizing glimpse of her bare feet and ankles. Jim could picture her head thrown back as she laughed, the garland of wildflowers encircling her head jauntily askew. Her carefree beauty had taken Jim’s breath away and he hadn’t been the only one captivated by Martha. Sam Elkins, a local scoundrel with an eye for the ladies, had elbowed Jim aside, determined to claim the prettiest girl at the fair for himself.


But to Jim’s immense gratitude, and surprise, Martha had been quick to make her preference known. She and Jim were married three years later. Nine months after the wedding, little Charlie had come along, followed by Annie five years later.


Jim forced down the tide of grief that threatened to overwhelm him at the thought of his precious daughter and reached for his wife’s hand. It cut him to the quick that he couldn’t make things better for his beloved Martha. Never before had he felt so useless, so helpless.


Martha pulled her hand away and shrugged her shoulders.


‘Whatever you think best,’ she replied listlessly.





It was market day and, even though the kitchen was situated at the rear of the airy five-room police cottage, Martha could hear the carts and wagons lumbering down the street out the front. The smell of animal dung, the bellow of oxen and the shouts of drovers and market traders drifted in on the breeze for, although they were officially in mourning, Jim had insisted the curtains and windows remain open. Charlie needed fresh air and light. It wasn’t healthy for the boy to be cooped up in a dark, airless house. Too stricken with grief, Martha hadn’t been able to summon the energy to argue.


She stared out at the backyard. Someone had left the privy door unlatched but she couldn’t even bring herself to be irritated by the resulting intermittent banging. She spent her days in a fog of grief and despair. Having fallen pregnant so quickly with Charlie, Martha had imagined a houseful of babies, but as the months and years went by, she and Jim had begun to despair of ever having any more children. Then Annie had come along and their joy had known no bounds. For six blissful weeks Martha had thought her life complete.


Then came that terrible day. Not a minute went by that Martha did not berate herself. Surely there had been some warning sign she had missed? Some indication that something was wrong? But try as hard as she might, she could call nothing to mind.


Annie’s skin had been a little warm, perhaps, and she had been a tad more fractious than usual, but Martha had put it down to the unseasonably warm weather. Everything had been as it should that Monday afternoon when she put Annie down for her nap. She had just settled down to her mending when Annie let out a strange, high-pitched cry. Martha had gone to her immediately, scooping her from the cradle. In her mother’s arms, Annie stretched out her tiny body and went limp. By the time the doctor arrived, it had been too late. Little Annie was gone.





The knock on the door startled them all. Jim and Martha exchanged glances. As a rule, friends and neighbours would come around the back. Who could be knocking on the front door at this hour?


‘I’ll go,’ Jim muttered. Lacing up his shoes, he got to his feet and, ruffling Charlie’s tousled curls as he passed, went out into the hallway.


‘Reverend Redfern.’ Jim’s voice rumbled in the hallway.


‘Morning, Jim. I’m sorry to call so early. Is there somewhere we can talk? Privately?’


‘Of course.’ Jim’s reply was followed by the sound of the parlour door being firmly shut. Martha could hear muffled voices coming through the wall.


She looked over at Charlie who was watching her, his wide eyes wary, and she felt a pang. Poor boy; she had neglected him of late. With supreme effort, she forced her lips into a semblance of a smile.


‘If you’re going to school you’d better wash your face and comb your hair.’ She glanced at the clock on the wall. ‘If you get a move on, you’ll catch your friends as they’re passing.’


The look of pure delight on her son’s face choked her so much she had to turn away, her eyes swimming with tears as she filled the washing bowl with warm soapy water so Charlie could wash his hands and face.


She was just helping him to button up his jacket when she heard the parlour door open and turned to see Jim in the doorway, a peculiar expression on his face.


‘Martha.’ His voice faltered. ‘Martha, the reverend would like to speak to you about something.’


Martha straightened up and smoothed down the skirt of her brown wool dress. Kissing Charlie goodbye, she saw him out of the back door, waving until he ducked through the archway and disappeared from view, before following Jim into the parlour where Michael Redfern stood by the window, staring out into the bustling street where a herd of black-faced sheep were being driven along the road, bleating and kicking up dust. He turned at the sound of Martha entering the room, greeting her with genuine warmth.


‘My dear Mrs Hayter. How are you managing?’


‘I’m coping one day at a time, Reverend,’ Martha replied, perching on the edge of the sofa and folding her work-worn hands primly in her lap.


‘Time will heal, Mrs Hayter, of that I am a great believer.’ Not wanting to contradict the reverend, Martha simply nodded. She looked up at him expectantly, wondering what it was he wanted.


‘Now, Martha,’ Jim said nervously, coming to sit beside her and taking her hand in his. ‘The reverend has something he wishes to speak to you about. The decision is entirely yours but promise me you’ll hear him out.’


Puzzled, Martha nodded. ‘Yes, all right.’ She focused her attention on the vicar. ‘What is it, Reverend?’


The reverend coughed into his fist and took the chair closest to the empty fireplace. There was a chill in the room and Martha wished she’d thought to light the fire but, of course, she hadn’t been expecting company. The endless stream of friends calling to offer their condolences had dried up after the funeral.


The vicar steepled his fingers and leaned forward, regarding Martha with earnest.


‘My dear, I am aware how difficult the last few days have been for you. It is a terrible thing to lose a child and I don’t wish to cause you any further distress, but yesterday a young girl came to see me.’


He coughed to clear his throat before continuing to relate the events of the previous evening.


When he had finished, a heavy silence descended over the room, broken only by the tick of the carriage clock on the mantelpiece and the lowing and bleating of animals in the marketplace. Martha frowned.


‘You want me to take this child in place of my Annie and raise her as our own?’


At her words, the reverend squirmed uncomfortably. ‘She won’t take the place of Annie in your heart, of course not, but perhaps you could, in time, grow to love her alongside Annie, as you do Charlie?’


Martha rubbed her temples. Could she take on another woman’s child? As she wrestled with the thoughts swirling around her head, it was as if her body had decided to take the decision for her. Her breasts, which, on the midwife’s advice, were tightly bound in an effort to suppress her milk flow, began to tingle and soon she was aware of a warm dampness seeping through the bodice of her wool dress.


Her cheeks flaming with embarrassment, she tugged on a shawl left conveniently folded over the back of the sofa and draped it around her shoulders, aware that both her husband and the vicar were watching her expectantly. She closed her eyes. Every maternal instinct in her body was screaming for her to say yes.


‘What do you think, Jim?’ she asked, her voice thick with emotion.


Jim shrugged. ‘We’ve always wanted a houseful of children, Martha, but for some reason God’s decided not to give them to us. Perhaps this child is his roundabout way of answering our prayer. He took our Annie, for whatever reason.’ He shrugged wearily. ‘Who are we to question his will? But perhaps he’s given us this little girl instead.’


Slowly, Martha nodded her head and, without a hint of hesitation, said firmly, ‘Very well, Reverend. For better or worse, we will take on this child.’


The vicar let out a long sigh of relief, clearly glad not to have had to find some other fate for the poor child. ‘Her name is Lilian Mary. I shall bring her round within the hour. Her mother is anxious to be on her way.’


Having lost her own child, Martha was at loss to understand how any woman could abandon her baby. As if reading her thoughts, the reverend laid a hand on her arm as Martha and Jim walked him to the door.


‘Don’t think badly of Lilian’s mother, Martha,’ he said gently. ‘Her circumstances are untenable. She is heartbroken but you surely understand that her situation leaves her no choice. She must give up her child.’


Martha bowed her head, suitably chastened.


Jim shook the vicar by the hand. ‘We’ll see you soon, then, Reverend.’


‘I’ll be back within the hour,’ he promised, striding purposefully away.





Blinking back tears, Bea hugged Lilian against her breast. As if sensing something was wrong, Lily had been fractious all morning, refusing to feed properly and screaming, her tiny fists beating the air in red-faced indignation.


Bea had woken early, her heart heavy with dread at the day to come. Once Lily was gone, she would make her way to Dorchester. Perhaps there she would be able to find work. She studied Lily’s face, trying to commit her features to memory. She wondered sadly how long it would take until Lily’s face faded to an indistinct blur.


She could hear Mrs Fudge bustling about in the kitchen. Today the housekeeper remained stoically silent. There was none of her cheerful humming as she tackled the morning’s chores. Lily had quieted for the moment, lulled into contentment by the rhythmic rocking of the chair in which Bea sat. From her vantage point, she could see the road from the village so was watching when the vicar came into view. From the determined set of his jaw and his purposeful gait, she knew immediately that his mission had been a success.


Swallowing her own grief, she got swiftly to her feet and left the morning room, meeting him in the wood-panelled hallway. The reverend stopped on the threshold, clearly surprised to find her waiting for him.


‘They agreed?’ she asked in a matter-of-fact tone.


‘They did. I will take Lily to them as soon as you are ready.’


‘Do it now.’ Bea bit her lip in an effort not to give in to the torrent of tears threatening to overwhelm her. Lily was gazing up at her with eyes on the cusp of changing from violet to emerald-green. ‘Here.’ She thrust Lily at him. He took her awkwardly in his arms, his expression one of bewilderment.


‘Are you sure? You don’t have to leave immediately.’


Bea shook her head vehemently. ‘No,’ she said sharply, turning her back on her child. ‘Please, sir,’ she said, her voice shaking as her resolve began to weaken. ‘Just go.’


Surreptitiously wiping her eyes with the hem of her apron, Mrs Fudge emerged from the kitchen. Meeting Michael’s gaze over Bea’s head, she gave him an imperceptible nod, before draping a comforting arm around Bea’s set shoulders, and ushering her into the warm kitchen where Bea collapsed onto a chair and dissolved into a flood of tears.










CHAPTER THREE


‘Lily’s very sweet, isn’t she, Mama?’


‘She is indeed, Charlie, love.’ Martha gave her son an indulgent smile. They were in the front parlour of her sister Doris’s house and Charlie was crouched on the threadbare rug encouraging the five-month-old Lily to roll over. She had been close a number of times but had yet to execute the momentous feat.


‘I haven’t any sugar, I’m afraid!’ Doris came into the room bearing the tea tray. ‘And the milk’s off.’


‘Black will be fine. I’m trying to cut down on the sugar anyway,’ Martha replied, wrapping her hands around the chipped mug Doris handed her. The glowing embers in the grate did little to expel the room’s chill and she was glad she had thought to put the children in an extra layer of clothing. She sipped her tea. It was stewed and bitter to the taste. Placing her mug on the low table beside the faded chintz armchair in which she sat, she glanced around the dingy room. She knew her sister’s marriage wasn’t a happy one. Doris and Sam Elkin had begun courting shortly after Martha and Jim, and they had married in haste. On whether Doris had actually been expecting and had, as she claimed, suffered a miscarriage shortly after the wedding, Martha was inclined to give her the benefit of the doubt. Sam, on the other hand, had treated Doris like dirt ever since, convinced that she had deliberately set out to trap him.


He earned a liveable wage as a brewer yet, according to Jim, he squandered most of it down the dog track and on cheap liquor, while his wife and son lived in poverty.


‘Where is Jez today?’ Martha asked, suddenly realizing why the cottage was so peaceful. Five months younger than Charlie, Jeremy was a stocky child already half an inch taller than his cousin. With his dark hair and large, almond-shaped eyes, he was destined to be a heartbreaker one day, like his dad. Yet Martha had never warmed to the boy. Ever since he was old enough to walk and talk, he had displayed a mean streak that had, at first, startled her and now made her feel downright uncomfortable. He had started at the junior school in September, a year behind her Charlie, and barely a day went by that he wasn’t hauled into the headmaster’s office for fighting or some other display of spiteful behaviour. And while Charlie wasn’t exactly afraid of his cousin, he was certainly wary of him, and avoided him whenever possible. He was becoming more and more reluctant to accompany Martha on her visits to see her sister with every passing week.


‘Sam took him down the track,’ Doris replied, with a weary shrug of her shoulders. She was Martha’s senior by two years, yet she looked a decade older. Her miserable existence had etched itself onto her face, her dirty blond hair was lank and streaked prematurely grey and her washed-out blue-print dress hung limply on her thin frame.


‘Is that wise?’ Martha asked, appalled. ‘Surely the dog track is no place for a child.’


‘I can’t stop Sam doing what he wants,’ Doris snapped crossly. ‘You know that. Sam’s dad used to take him, so he takes Jez.’ She shrugged her bony shoulders. ‘I don’t expect he’ll come to any harm, not if he’s with his dad.’


Martha wisely didn’t contradict her sister but she couldn’t help thinking that, once Sam had had a skinful, there was no telling what Jez would get up to. Sam certainly wouldn’t be keeping an eye on him, that was for sure. He’d be too focused on whichever dog he’d wagered this week’s pay packet on.


She kept an eye on the mantelpiece clock, wanting to be long gone by the time Sam rolled in worse the wear for drink. She shot her sister a pitying glance. Unless Sam had, by some miracle, managed to shrug off his losing streak, poor Doris would be in for a hard time tonight.


It saddened Martha to see her beloved sister so miserable. She mourned the happy, carefree girl Doris had been before marriage to Sam had stripped her of her dignity, her pride and self-worth. Now her once-pretty face was etched with bitterness and discontent, her once-bright blue eyes dull and devoid of hope.


‘Why don’t you come over to us next Saturday?’ Martha suggested. ‘It’ll do you good to get out.’


Doris stirred in her chair. ‘Sam won’t like it.’


‘Well, he can just lump it, can’t he?’ Trying to keep the note of exasperation from her voice, Martha gave her sister a hard stare. ‘Sam is a brute and a bully. You’ve got to stand up to him, love. If only for your Jeremy’s sake. He’s turning out to be exactly like his dad, and the lad’s barely five years old.’


‘You leave my Jez out of it,’ Doris snapped. She tugged her sleeves over her thin wrists but Martha’s sharp-eyed gaze had already noticed the livid fingerprint-shaped bruise. Doris narrowed her eyes. ‘You think you’re so smug, Martha Hayter, with your boring husband and comfortable lifestyle, and your nice clothes.’ She gave Martha’s simple wool dress a disparaging glance. ‘Everyone thinks you’re so wonderful, taking on that slattern’s by-blow when your own kid was barely cold in the grave…’


‘Doris!’


Charlie looked up in shock. His mother seldom raised her voice but when she did she could stop a grown man in his tracks. Lily began to cry.


‘Don’t you dare,’ Martha hissed, getting to her feet and gathering Lily to her breast, rocking her gently as she faced her sister, anger colouring her cheeks. ‘I loved my Annie, and not a day goes by that I don’t think of her, but I will not have you making derogatory remarks about Lily’s birth mother. She’ll have a hard enough time of it as it is, when she’s older, without you adding to her distress.’ Martha gave her sister a pitying look. ‘What happened to you, Doris? You used to be such a kind, loving girl.’


Doris pouted. ‘I just think charity should start at home,’ she said sullenly, her eyes flashing as her thin lips twisted into a sneer. ‘Instead of lavishing your love and attention on that kid, you should be helping your own flesh and blood.’


Flabbergasted, Martha could only stare at her sister. ‘Doris, Jim is always bailing you out. Who got the rent man off your back just the other week? And I never come here empty-handed. If you got off your backside and took care of your garden, things might actually start to grow. You don’t help yourself, Doris, that’s your problem. You’re bone idle.’


‘You don’t know what life is like for me, Martha,’ Doris whined, getting to her feet. Tears sparkled in her eyes and her nose was beginning to run. She swiped at it with the back of her hand. ‘I could have had my pick of husbands,’ she said, wrapping her self-pity around her like a heavy cloak. ‘Why did I have to pick Sam Elkin?’


At the sight of her sister’s anguish, Martha’s anger dissipated. Holding Lily in one arm, she pulled Doris to her with the other. ‘Like our dear departed mother would say, you’ve made your bed, now you’ve got to lie in it.’


‘It’s a damn uncomfortable bed,’ Doris muttered into Martha’s neck, her hot, bitter tears soaking into Martha’s collar.


‘I’ll get Jim to have a word,’ Martha promised, disentangling herself from Doris’s arms to lay Lily down on the rug. Her happy equilibrium restored, Lily lay kicking her legs and gurgling up at her brother. ‘I’ll make us another cup of tea, and then we really must be getting off. I don’t like the look of those clouds. I think a storm’s coming.’





Sure enough, Martha had barely stepped in through her own back door when the heavens opened. She set Lily on the kitchen rug and took off her coat and hat, hanging them on the back of the door. She lit the lamp and stoked up the fire. The rain was coming down in stair rods and a cold wind rattled the window frames and shrieked under the eaves as she set about preparing the evening meal.


Her argument with Doris had left a queer taste in her mouth. She hated losing her temper with her sister, she mused as she rattled the pans on the hob. Doris wasn’t the first girl to be taken in by a charmer only to find herself lumbered with a feckless gambler. And, for all Sam’s faults, and there were many, he had stuck by her when Doris thought she was expecting. There were many who wouldn’t. Like poor Lily’s dad, whoever he might be. Martha sighed, biting her bottom lip as she turned to watch her daughter gurgling happily on the floor, her wide green eyes fixed firmly on Charlie who was setting his toy soldiers in neat rows under the kitchen table.


From the moment Reverend Redfern had laid Lily in Martha’s arms, she had been smitten. The first time she had nursed her, Lily had latched on to Martha’s engorged breasts without protest and it was as if a dam had burst inside her. All her pent-up grief and anguish had coming spewing forth along with her milk, and for the first time since Annie had died, she felt as though she had a future, a life to live instead of an empty existence.


She loved Lily as if she were her own flesh and blood and, while she had expected to feel that she was somehow betraying Annie, she found it was the opposite. Like she told Jim, she felt as though she was in some way honouring Annie’s memory by loving Lily. They made a point of visiting Annie’s grave every Sunday after church and, one day, when she was old enough to understand, Martha would explain everything to Lily.


But that was a bridge she wouldn’t have to cross for a few years yet, she thought idly as she slathered butter on thick slices of bread.


She caught a glimpse of a dark shadow crossing the yard and a moment later the latch lifted and Jim blew through the door in a gust of wind and swirling rain. He stood grinning in his oilskins, water dripping onto the stone floor.


‘Jim, you’re soaked.’ Martha hastened to help him out of his wet clothes. He kissed her cheek, shed his wet coat and sank down into his favourite chair close to the fire where he unlaced his shoes and massaged his cold feet.


‘Here, get this cup of tea down you.’ Martha handed him the steaming mug, which he took gratefully. Charlie came to lean on his knee and Jim ruffled his hair affectionately. The fire was crackling in the grate, casting a warm glow over the kitchen. Steam swirled over the stove top, forming beads of condensation on the windowpane.


‘How was Doris?’ Jim asked, as his fingers thawed around the mug.


‘The same,’ Martha replied, lifting the lid on a pan and letting the aroma of mutton stew waft into the air. ‘Sam was down the dogs again, with Jez.’


‘And Mama and Aunty Doris had an argument,’ Charlie added, sliding down his father’s leg to duck back under the table where his toy soldiers were waiting. Jim raised a questioning eyebrow.


‘Really?’


‘Oh, you know how Doris is,’ Martha said with a weary sigh. ‘She came over all sorry for herself. Implied that we should be doing more to help her.’ She turned to face Jim, her hands on her hips. ‘She had a dig at our Lily as well.’


‘Lily?’ Jim frowned, his gaze moving to Lily, who was up on her side, her little fists beating the air with a determined air, her cheeks bright red. He held his breath but the effort proved too much and Lily rolled back onto her back, chubby legs kicking in frustration.


‘She’s so close to rolling over,’ he remarked, his gaze returning to his wife. ‘Doris needs to watch herself,’ he said sternly. ‘I won’t have her making disparaging remarks about my family. You do far too much for her as it is. Has Sam paid the rent arrears?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Old Trowbridge won’t wait for ever. I managed to get them a few days’ grace but if they don’t pay what’s owed pretty soon, they’ll be out on their ear.’


‘I know, I know.’ Martha sighed. Her sister’s predicament was a constant source of worry to her. Every night in her prayers she was conscious to thank God for Jim. She’d married a good man there, and no mistake. She fetched the bowls from the dresser and was about to ladle the first steaming spoonful when Charlie gave a yell.


‘She did it! Mama, Father, look. Lily rolled over. She did it.’


Beaming with pride, they watched Lily flopping about on her stomach like a fish out of water, arms and feet beating the rug, her face one of gummy-mouthed triumph.


‘You clever girl,’ Martha breathed, stooping to gather Lily into her arms and covering her little face with kisses. Lily giggled and wriggled in her mother’s embrace. Watching his wife and daughter, little Charlie at Martha’s side, standing on tiptoe so he could stroke Lily’s hand, Jim was overcome by a deep, abiding love for his family. Could a man ever be more blessed?










CHAPTER FOUR


1885


‘Charlie!’ Nine-year-old Lily skipped across the schoolyard, overjoyed to find her brother waiting for her at the school gates. Wisps of auburn hair had worked themselves loose from her plaits, curling around her head like a fiery halo. The warm June sun had turned her pale, freckled skin the colour of golden honey and Charlie had a few seconds to reflect, once again, on how pretty his little sister was before she launched herself at him. ‘Have you got the day off? How long can you stay? Are you able to stay for tea? Oh, Mother will be so pleased to see you.’


Charlie returned Lily’s embrace, his chin resting on the top of her head. The sky above the dark school roof was a vibrant blue with fluffy clouds scudding across it. Two sulky-looking crows squabbled noisily on the clock tower. The air was filled with children’s voices as they streamed up the street, pigtails and satchels flying out behind them.


Lily skipped happily alongside Charlie as they made their way up East Street towards Market Place. Since Charlie had moved up to Shaftesbury to take up an apprenticeship to a cabinetmaker two years ago, Lily only got to see him once a month and she chatted away happily, filling him in on all her news. It wasn’t until they turned into Laundry Lane that it dawned on Lily that they were heading in the wrong direction.


‘Charlie?’ Lily halted and dragged on Charlie’s hand. ‘Where are we going? This isn’t the right way.’


He looked down at her. The grim set of his jaw frightened her and her bottom lip started to tremble.


‘What’s the matter, Charlie? Why are we going to Aunty Doris’s?’


‘Because you can’t go home, Lily.’ Charlie hunkered down in front of her. Two years previous, around his twelfth birthday, Charlie’s voice had broken and he’d experienced a sudden growth spurt. He was now a gangly five foot nine. It wouldn’t be long before he was shaving. He put his hands on Lily’s shoulders and looked into her eyes, his expression sombre.


‘Why not?’ Lily asked in a small voice. Her stomach hurt and her throat was aching with the effort of holding back tears.


‘Mother and Father are sick, Lily,’ Charlie replied with a deep sigh. ‘Very sick. You know they both had sore throats over the weekend? Well, they got worse this morning. It’s something called diphtheria. It’s spreading around the town. You have to stay away, Lily, in case you catch it.’


‘I don’t want to go to Aunty Doris’s. Can’t I stay with you?’


Charlie shook his head. ‘Lily, I live in a boarding house with nine other lads,’ he told her, straightening up. He took hold of her hand.


Lily dragged her feet. ‘I don’t want to go there,’ she wailed. ‘Please don’t make me. Aunty Doris doesn’t like me. She called me a bad name and she told Mother that my real mother was nothing but a dirty trollop. I heard her.’


Charlie gave a snort. ‘Take no notice of anything our aunt says. Remember what Mother said: your mother gave you to us so you would have a better life. She loves you very much and so do Mother and Father.’


Lily nodded, fat tears rolling down her cheeks. She must have been about four or five when Martha and Jim had sat her down and told her about Beatrice. She’d been too young to understand, knowing only that somewhere in the world she had another mother. She had cried and clung on to Martha, terrified they would send her back to her other mother. It had taken all Martha and Jim’s love and patience to persuade Lily that she was their little girl, and forever would be. The implications of being born out of wedlock had only become clear as she grew older and the stigma of illegitimacy had become a weapon for the inevitable few to use against her, Doris most of all.


They walked along the row of old washerwomen’s cottages that made up Laundry Lane. The road underfoot was dusty and years of passing wagons and carts had gouged deep ruts into the road. A small child in a grubby pinafore, her nose streaming, scratched in the dirt outside one of the cottages. She watched Lily and Charlie go by with mild curiosity.


Doris’s cottage was at the end of the long row, a ramshackle building with peeling paintwork and weeds sprouting up around the doorstep. Despite the day’s warmth, the door and windows were firmly shut. A plume of smoke curled from the chimney.


Shooting Lily an apologetic glance, Charlie took a deep breath and rapped his knuckles on the bare wood. ‘If there was any other way, Lily,’ he said, looking down at her sorrowfully. ‘It shouldn’t be for too long. Mother and Father are strong; they’ll be fit and well again in no time.’


Lily refused to be mollified. She stared down at the tips of her black shoes. She could feel glances prickling her skin, aware that curious eyes would be watching them from the surrounding windows. Laundry Lane was one of the poorest streets in town and any visitors attracted attention.


When their knocking drew no response, Charlie let go of Lily’s hand and peered through the grime-smeared window into the dim room beyond, chewing his bottom lip in consternation. If Doris wasn’t able to take Lily, he was at loss as to what to do. He was in no position to rent a room for the two of them on his meagre wages. And he was determined to keep Lily out of the workhouse. He was scratching his head, unsure of what to do next, when a shout echoed from down the street. He turned, relief overriding his usual aversion to his cousin Jez’s appearance.


Jez, a good couple of inches taller than Charlie, came strolling down the street looking as cocksure and arrogant as ever. What he did for a living, Charlie had never really been sure. Whatever it was, he doubted it was on the right side of legal.


‘Charlie, old chap.’ Jez grinned. ‘What brings you two round here?’ His gaze slid to Lily who tried to slink behind her brother, eyes downcast. She didn’t like Jez and he left her in no doubt that the feeling was mutual.


‘We’re looking for our aunt,’ Charlie said. Jez’s smile faded as he aimed a hefty kick at the door. It flew back on its hinges to reveal a squalid parlour. The air smelled fetid. Cobwebs, disturbed by the sudden rush of air, swayed in the dim corners of the ceiling.


‘Ma, are you here?’ Jez yelled.


Doris had never been what one would call house-proud, but since Sam’s death in a drunken brawl up at the dog tracks ten months previously, she appeared to have given up all pretence at keeping house, preferring to wallow in self-pity and console herself with gin.


Out of a sense of loyalty, Martha continued to visit her sister, though nowhere near as frequently as she had once done. It was the one source of discord in her otherwise harmonious marriage. Jim couldn’t stand Doris, or her son, and he made no bones about the fact.


Jez elbowed his way past Charlie and Lily into the dank, cluttered room. Lily peered after him into the gloom. Every surface was covered in a thick layer of dust. The few trinkets Doris hadn’t yet got around to pawning were shrouded in cobwebs.


‘Ma, where are you, woman?’ Jez’s footsteps resounded on the bare floorboards, sending dust motes swirling into the air as he strode across the room and pushed open the adjoining door to the kitchen. He swore loudly and Lily heard what sounded like someone kicking the legs of a chair, hard enough to cause the legs to squeak across the flagstones. Her aunt’s voice reverberated through the open doorway, thin and querulous. Lily and Charlie exchanged uncertain glances. Lily’s stomach ache was growing steadily worse and now she was starting to feel nauseated too. She started to cry again.


‘What do you want?’ Doris stood swaying in the doorway, silhouetted against the hazy sunlight streaming in through the back door Jez had opened to disperse the smell of gin that hung like a toxic cloud over the kitchen. Her face was slack and crumpled, as though she had just woken up, her dirty grey-streaked blond hair a tangled mess. With the back of her hand she wiped a thin string of drool from her chin and leered at her nephew and niece through her drunken haze.


‘She’s drunk,’ Jez said sullenly, shoving past his mother. Throwing what looked like a pile of old rags from the moth-eaten sofa, he flopped onto the couch and lit a cigarette, glowering at Charlie and Lily through a cloud of tobacco smoke. Not yet fourteen, he had the worldly air of a much older man.


‘I am not drunk,’ Doris slurred crossly. She took a step forward and would have stumbled had she not grabbed hold of the doorframe. ‘What d’you want, Charlie? Did Martha send you? Too high and mighty to come round herself, is she?’


‘Mother and Father are ill,’ Charlie replied, trying to keep the disgust from showing in his tone. ‘Diphtheria. Doctor Billingham said I’m to keep Lily away so I’ve brought her here. You’re our only kin.’


Doris’s snort of laughter held no mirth. ‘So, I’m kin when it suits you, am I? I barely see my dear sister these days.’


It was on the tip of Charlie’s tongue to retort that it was Doris’s increasingly erratic behaviour, fuelled by a fondness for the gin, that had tried Martha’s patience. He bit his lip, unwilling to get into a fight with his aunt.


‘We need your help, Aunt,’ he said, making a supreme effort to keep his tone measured and even. ‘I can’t have Lily with me and it’ll be the workhouse otherwise.’


‘Why should we take her in? She’s not even family,’ Jez drawled, squinting at Charlie as he expelled a lungful of smoke.


Charlie shot Jez a filthy look. ‘It’s no matter that Lily isn’t blood, Jez. She’s my sister, your cousin, so mind your manners.’ Jez grinned sardonically. He might be younger than his cousin but he knew without a doubt that, should it come to it, he had the brawn to wipe the floor with Charlie.


Charlie took a crumpled note from his trouser pocket. ‘Here,’ he said, handing it over. ‘This ought to cover Lily’s keep for a few days, at least.’ He saw the light flare in Doris’s eyes and felt slightly sick.


‘All right.’ Doris shrugged. ‘She can stay.’ Jez got languidly to his feet and snatched the money from his mother’s grasp, shoving it deep into his pocket.


Charlie led Lily outside. It was a perfect early-summer afternoon. Skylarks swooped above the chimney pots. Children played around the pair, barely affording Charlie and Lily a cursory glance as they chased each other down the dusty street. Someone was whistling. Several buxom women in mob caps and aprons were loading baskets of fresh laundry onto waiting carts. The smell of woodfires and potatoes boiling on the hearth wafted from a myriad of open doors and windows, mingling with the smell of the midden at the end of the street.


Charlie crouched down until his gaze was level with Lily’s tear-stained face. Her bottom lip trembled.


‘I don’t want to stay,’ she whispered, her green eyes filling with fresh tears. ‘Please don’t make me.’


‘It’ll only be for a few days, Lily, I promise. Mother and Father will get well.’ He tweaked her nose and grinned at her. ‘Have you ever known either of them to be ill before?’


Lily shook her head. Tears spilled over the lashes and down her cheeks.


‘There you are then. They’ll be back on their feet in no time, you’ll see.’


Lily clung to him, sobbing bitterly into his shoulder until Doris came shuffling out to scold her for showing them up in front of the whole street with her caterwauling.


‘I’ve got to go, Lily,’ Charlie said, reluctantly extricating himself from his sister’s grip. ‘I’ve got to be back by dark or I’ll be in trouble.’ He ruffled Lily’s hair. ‘Be brave. It won’t be for long.’


‘Stop your snivelling and get indoors,’ Doris snapped, grabbing Lily roughly by the arm and dragging her into the house, all but slamming the door in Charlie’s face. ‘Now, see here,’ she snarled, the gin fumes making Lily’s eyes water. ‘I’m not a charity. While you’re here, you can flipping well earn your keep.’


‘But…’ Lily opened her mouth to remind her aunt about the money Charlie had handed over but one look at Doris’s face caused her to think better of it.


‘You can start by peeling the potatoes.’ Doris shoved Lily into the hot kitchen. Sunlight streamed in through the open door. Faded floral-patterned curtains hung limply at a grime-smeared window overlooking a dirt yard, baked hard by the sun, and the privy, which was shared with the rest of the row. A row of raspberry canes stood along the back fence, beyond which were the allotments. Doris’s patch was unkempt and overgrown with weeds and nettles. A few scrawny brown chickens scratched in the dirt around the back steps.


With a lump in her throat so huge she could barely swallow, Lily sat slumped at the kitchen table. Doris dumped a handful of potatoes in front of her and handed her a knife.


‘After you’ve done that you can tidy this place up,’ she said, giving the filthy kitchen a withering look. ‘It’s a pigsty.’


Blinking back tears and missing her mother and father so much it was a physical ache in the pit of her stomach, Lily did as she was told. The potatoes were wrinkled and sprouting. She peeled them, trying to keep the knife as close to the surface as possible so as not to waste any of the flesh, and put them on to boil. Doris and Jez were arguing in the other room. It sounded like Jez was going out and Doris was begging him not to. The argument ended with the slam of the front door. A moment later, Doris came into the kitchen, her face puce. Quailing beneath her aunt’s hostile glare, Lily carried on with her scrubbing and cleaning. The pot bubbled rapidly on the stove. The room was hot and steamy, and sweat trickled down Lily’s spine. After a moment, and without speaking a word of comfort or kindness to her bereft niece, Doris left the room.


An hour later, the two of them sat in uncomfortable silence at the freshly scrubbed table. Lily could only pick at her meal of boiled potatoes and stale bread with no butter. Her head ached and her throat throbbed with the effort of holding back her tears. She missed her mother and father, and Charlie, so much it hurt.


Jez had not yet returned and his meal sat on the side, covered by an upturned plate to keep off the circling bluebottles.


‘If you’re not going to eat that, you can pass it here,’ Doris said, breaking the heavy silence. Without a word, Lily slid her barely touched plate across the table. ‘You may as well get off to bed,’ Doris went on, stabbing a potato with a fork. She glowered at Lily through gin-reddened eyes. ‘You’ll have chores to do before school so make sure you’re up early or you’ll be late for your lessons.’


Apart from an old iron bedstead pushed against one wall, the attic was empty and as hot as Hades. The mattress was stained and musty. Ignoring the foul-smelling moth-eaten blanket folded across the end of the bed, Lily laid down, still wearing her clothes, and curled up on the bare mattress, which sagged slightly beneath her. Listening to the sounds emanating from outside, Lily prayed as hard as she could for her parents to get better. More than anything, she wanted to go home. Silent tears trickled down her face, soaking into the thin pillow as she cried herself to sleep.










CHAPTER FIVE


In the pale light of dawn, Lily threw off her blanket and swung her skinny legs out of bed, shivering as her bare feet touched the cold floorboards. Though there was no clock in the room, next door’s cockerel was as regular as clockwork and after that first morning when Aunt Doris had boxed her ears for waking up well after sunrise, and then having had to suffer the indignity of being made to stand in the corner of the classroom for twenty minutes as punishment for being late for school, Lily slept with her ear tuned to the rooster’s throaty early-morning alarm call.


Hastily pulling her pinafore over her head, she crept down the short flight of stairs to the upstairs landing where Doris and Jez were performing their nocturnal duet, loud snores reverberating from their respective bedrooms. She tiptoed along the landing, careful to avoid any loose floorboards and made her way downstairs. In the kitchen she lit the stove and set the porridge on. The day before, Jez had given her some money and sent her off to scrounge what she could off the market traders and shopkeepers.


‘I want change,’ he’d shouted, leering evilly after her.


Lily was well known to the market traders. Martha bought her Dorset buttons from Hannah Titteridge, and her lace trimmings from Amelia Hodder. She bought Jim’s pipe tobacco from Robert Short. Constable Jim was known to be a fair-minded man and was well liked and respected by traders and townsfolk alike. Along with sending Martha and Jim their best wishes for a speedy recovery, the stall holders had plied Lily with free vegetables, assuring her with their friendly smiles that they’d go for pigswill otherwise. The market traders’ generosity had meant Lily could afford to buy something from the butcher and had surprised her aunt and cousin with a hearty meal of sausages and mashed potatoes with onion gravy and a medley of vegetables.


‘Best meal I’ve had in a long while,’ Jez had said, patting his stomach. ‘You’re not a bad cook for a kid.’ He’d flashed Lily a rare grin of appreciation.


‘It wasn’t half bad,’ Doris had concurred, leaning back in her chair with a contented sigh while Lily cleared the table around them. Their appreciation hadn’t lasted long. Doris had slapped Lily across the face not five minutes later for breaking a mug, and Jez had sworn at her for tripping over his feet as he sprawled on the sofa.


Now, as she slipped outside, breathing in the cool morning air to gather a handful of raspberries to sprinkle on her aunt’s porridge, she was feeling positive. She had been at her aunt’s for five days; surely Mother and Father would be well enough to have her home very soon. Humming softly to herself, she plucked the fruit from the canes, barely wincing when a nettle brushed the back of her hand. She rubbed a dock leaf on the offending spot, and carried the bowl of raspberries back to the house and set them on the table. She ate her own breakfast sitting on the back step, watching the shadows dwindle as the sun crested the rooftops.


At a quarter after eight, she carefully carried Doris’s breakfast up the narrow staircase and rapped gently on the door. By then she had swept the floor, cleaned the kitchen and tidied the parlour. After school she would be expected to dust and polish, as well as prepare the evening meal. Behind the door Doris’s snoring came to an abrupt halt. There came the squeak of bedsprings and then her aunt’s voice, thick with sleep:


‘Come in.’


Propped up against her pillows, she ordered Lily about as if she were some grand lady directing her staff. Lily wordlessly did as she was told, opening the curtains just enough to let the light in but not enough that Doris was dazzled by the glare. She filled the wash bowl from the chipped jug on the washstand, and fetched her aunt’s shawl, which she helped to drape around her rounded shoulders, trying not to wince as Doris’s fetid breath tickled her cheek.


Leaving Doris to her breakfast, Lily fled down the stairs, anxious not to be late for school. She left Jez’s porridge warming on the stove – he seldom rose before ten – and dashed out of the door.


She had got into the habit of walking with the other children in the street. They were a ragtag bunch, with their clean but patched clothes and worn shoes, but they were friendly and quite happy to allow Lily to walk along with them. In a short time, she had learned that the mothers of Laundry Lane regarded Doris as a lazy drunk and Jez as a troublemaker. Just yesterday, little Patty Miller’s older brother, Pip, had earned himself a clip around the earhole from his dad for getting too friendly with Jez. The families in Laundry Lane regarded Doris and Jez as people best avoided.


Still, Lily consoled herself, laughing at something one of the other girls had said, she wouldn’t be here much longer.


As they approached the corner of the street, Lily spotted Reverend Redfern and Charlie making their way purposefully down the street towards her and her heart skipped a beat.


‘Charlie!’ She broke into a run and flung herself on her brother. He held her tight, crushing her fiercely against him, her face squashed against the fabric of his jacket, his lips brushing the top of her head. Charlie’s whole body was shaking and it was only when he released her that Lily realized he wasn’t laughing, as she had supposed, but crying.


‘Charlie?’ In her peripheral vision she saw the vicar shooing the other children on their way, but she kept her gaze fixed on Charlie’s anguished face. ‘Charlie, what is it?’ Lily’s lips quivered as she searched his face beseechingly.


‘Lily.’ The vicar said her name so softly it was barely a sigh. She turned to him, wide-eyed with fear as he crouched down beside her, his hands resting gently on her shoulders. Charlie turned away, unable to watch his sister have her heart broken.


‘Sweetheart, I’m sorry. Your mother and father have gone to Heaven.’


Lily shook her head. Mother and Father couldn’t be dead. She wouldn’t believe it. It couldn’t be true. She looked at Charlie, her grief-stricken gaze begging him for reassurance. But the look of abject misery on his face finally registered and Lily burst into noisy tears.


Martha had passed away in the early hours of that morning, the vicar told her once her torrent of grief had subsided. Jim had followed some twenty minutes later.


Lily was inconsolable in her grief. The only thing that had kept her going the past few days was the certain knowledge that she would soon be at home in the bosom of her loving family. Now her beloved mama and dad had been so cruelly snatched from her, and her little heart had shattered.


Charlie had been granted five days’ compassionate leave, so he took Lily back home to the police house in Market Place. Charlotte Burridge from next door had been in and aired the place. Bunches of herbs and spices hung from the rafters to dispel any lingering germs. The soiled bedding had been taken away and burned.


The moment Lily stepped over the threshold, her parents’ absence hit her like a ton of bricks. The house felt cold and impersonal, an empty shell of the loving home it had once been. She shivered. Charlotte was waiting for her. In her mid-sixties, with iron-grey hair swept back in a neat bun, she swept Lily into her arms and rocked her gently while she cried bitter tears. Then, while Charlie went off with the vicar to deal with the formalities and plan the funeral, Charlotte, ever practically minded, kept Lily busy in the kitchen making endless cups of tea and sandwiches for the stream of visitors who called by to offer their condolences all afternoon.


That night, tucked up in her old bed under the eaves in the back bedroom, Lily wept copiously for her parents and for herself. She had heard the words ‘workhouse’ and ‘orphanage’ bandied about by insensitive mourners and she was terrified that she would be sent away to some horrible institution far away from Charlie and everything she held dear. She could hear Charlie and the reverend talking quietly downstairs. Unable to bear it any longer, she crept out of bed and crouched on the landing. Dust motes pirouetted in a shaft of late-evening sunlight that spilled from the kitchen into the hall.





‘Your father had a small savings account,’ the vicar told Charlie. ‘There’s not much in it, enough to pay any bills that may be due. His wages will be paid up until yesterday, but other than that…’ Michael shook his head sorrowfully. ‘There isn’t much, I’m afraid.’


Charlie nodded. He rubbed the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. He felt very grown-up suddenly. ‘How long can we stay here?’ He glanced around the tidy kitchen. Charlotte and Mrs Fudge had washed up and put away the crockery. It looked just as his mother had left it that fateful night seven days ago when she’d gone to bed with the beginnings of a sore throat.


‘The cottage is tied to the job,’ the vicar reminded him softly. ‘I doubt they’ll give you beyond the end of the month.’


Charlie nodded grimly. ‘That’s less than a fortnight away.’


‘You’re due back at Padfield’s soon, aren’t you?’ the older man asked, his brow puckered in concern for Charlie and Lily.


‘Monday.’ Charlie’s anguished gaze met Michael’s. ‘What will become of Lily?’ Charlie’s voice shook when he said his sister’s name. Huddled at the top of the stairs, Lily held her breath.


‘Will your aunt not keep her?’


‘She hates it there,’ replied Charlie miserably. ‘And I don’t blame her. My aunt is not a compassionate woman,’ he added bitterly.


The vicar’s long sigh reverberated up the staircase. Lily scrunched her face up and crossed her fingers but the little flame of hope flickering in the pit of her belly was doused by his reply.


‘If your aunt won’t have her, it’ll be the Union Workhouse, I’m afraid, or the orphanage in Dorchester.’


Lily pressed her fingernails into her palms in an effort not to cry out in terror. She had passed the workhouse off Salisbury Street many times. The imposing, ivy-clad building with its turret and clock tower was separated from the road by a wide expanse of grass set against a backdrop of tall pine trees. She had caught the occasional glimpse of the inmates in the grounds. Even from a distance, she had sensed the feelings of hopelessness and despair which seemed to hang over the place like a pall.


‘I don’t know which is worse,’ Charlie muttered. His heart sank like a stone. Michael leaned across and patted the boy’s knee. ‘I could leave Padfield’s and find a job that comes with a tied cottage. Then I could keep Lily with me.’


‘Don’t throw away your future, Charlie,’ Reverend Redfern advised him. ‘You’ll have a good trade once you’ve worked your apprenticeship. In a few years Lily can leave school and get a job. Then the two of you can get a place together.’


‘But she’s my responsibility, Reverend. It’s my duty to take care of her now.’


The vicar sighed wearily. ‘You’re a good lad, Charlie, but your parents named Doris as Lily’s legal guardian. She has legal rights over her until she’s of age.’


Charlie’s mouth fell open and he stared in disbelief. ‘What? Why would they do that? Mother and Father were both in no doubt as to the sort of woman Doris is. Why would they trust her with Lily?’


‘They wrote their last will and testaments a long time ago, not long after Lily came to live with you. I suppose they never got around to changing it. I’m sorry, Charlie. I’ll call in and speak to Doris tomorrow.’ He yawned and stretched. ‘But now I think it’s time we were to our beds.’ He got up, the sound of his chair scraping on the flagstones sending Lily scuttling back to bed, tears streaming down her cheeks. They were going to send her back to Doris. The thought curdled her stomach, sending a wave of nausea over her as she slipped miserably beneath the covers.


The two voices moved into the hallway and she heard the front door open and close, followed by the sound of the bolts being shot home. Moments later, Charlie’s footsteps sounded on the stairs. Candlelight flickered on the walls and he came to stand in the doorway of Lily’s room.


‘Are you asleep?’ he whispered.


In response, Lily sat up. Charlie set the candle on the side table and Lily shuffled sideways so he could sit on the edge of the narrow bed. Lily buried her face against his chest.


‘I don’t want to go back to Aunty Doris,’ she whispered, her tears soaking into Charlie’s shirt. ‘I hate it there.’


‘I know you do,’ Charlie sighed. ‘I promise it won’t be for long. I’m going to save up and get us a place of our own.’


‘Why can’t I come with you now?’


‘I can’t afford it at the moment, Lily. Just be patient and we’ll be together soon, I promise you.’


He pulled back and smiled down at her. In the candlelight she looked very young and very scared. ‘You just have to be brave for a little while. Can you do that for me?’


Lily nodded slowly, her beautiful green eyes welling with tears. Charlie held her while she cried herself to sleep. He doused the candle and stretched out beside her, watching the moon track its course across the room and finally falling into a fitful sleep an hour before dawn.





The funeral was well attended. Lily clutched Charlie’s hand throughout the lengthy service. Doris, her face hidden by a black veil, and Jez, sullen-faced and scowling, joined Charlie and Lily in the front pew. Behind them sat the police constables who had acted as pallbearers. The rest of the pews were filled with friends and neighbours. Martha and Jim had been much-loved members of the community.


The sight of the two plain coffins gave Lily a horrible pinched feeling in her stomach and she kept her gaze fixed firmly on her shoes. Charlotte had lent Lily a black dress that had belonged to her granddaughter. It was a little tight under the arms and perhaps a fraction too short but, as Doris had made no attempt to find Lily anything suitable to wear, she was grateful for her neighbour’s kindness.


She could barely swallow for the lump in her throat. She stared at her feet, letting the reverend’s words wash over her like waves on the sea. Sunlight streamed in through the stained-glass windows, forming rainbows of colour on the cold stone floor. The air smelled of wood polish and damp. She hardly registered the service and it was only when Charlie squeezed her hand and nudged her that she realized it was over and everyone was waiting for her and Charlie to lead them out.
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