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THE CRYING OF THE CHILDREN
CHARACTERS
ELLIE: Newborn granddaughter of Maggie
ROSE SKINNER: Dies in childbirth
MAGGIE SKINNER: Rose’s mother, full of grief and guilt, vows to take care of the child but is thwarted by her husband.
JOSEPH SKINNER: Is determined that the child shall find no place under his roof and arranges for Patrick O’ Neill to take her to Ireland.
PATRICK O’ NEILL: a drunk, believed to be the baby’s father, who, for the love of Rose, suffers for his honesty.
RUTH: who lives in the slums of Paradise Court and who begins to understand and sympathise with Maggie.
BERTHA MASON: Baby farmer, whose method of taking care of children in her charge is to commit them to the canal.
JACOB MASON: Her idiot son whose mind is confused, thanks to his mother’s hammer.
DR. DANIEL TAYLOR: Helps Maggie begin to accept her loss, giving her the encouragement and strength to search for Ellie.
FREDERICK PERRY: Master of the workhouse. Not deliberately cruel – just misguided.
HANNAH PERRY: His wife whose life has not turned out quite as she expected.
EDWIN PERRY: Son of Frederick and Hannah and associate of Joseph Skinner. He provides the girls who will ultimately end up in the back rooms of the taverns, girls no-one else will then want.
LIZZIE MOSTYN: Entered the workhouse with her brother following the death of their mother. Works in the nursery until her fear of Edwin Perry’s perverted attention becomes too great.
THOMAS MOSTYN: Lizzie’s brother, who ends up barely surviving the horrors of the cellar that runs the length of Joseph Skinner’s factory.
JERIMIAH MANDRAKE JNR.: Solicitor friend of Dr. Taylor. Quickly becomes protective towards Maggie, while, at the same time, insisting that she must betray her husband for the sake of the children who risk their lives on a daily basis in the factory.
JESSOP: Who does all the footwork for Mandrake.
WILL: Strong-minded young man whose path crosses Joseph Skinner’s and who loses his job, thanks to Maggie’s help. Longs to raise his voice against the inhumanity of the factory owners.
JESSIE: His wife, proud of her husband, but afraid of what his anger at the cruelty of the system may mean for them.
LITTLE WILL: Aged six. Spirited child who suffers for Will’s determination to have his voice heard.
JONATHON HUXLEY: Factory Manager. Becomes uneasy at the lengths Joseph Skinner is prepared to go to. Too late. His fear for his family means that he will take the fall for Joseph’s actions.
SARAH: Loyal and long-serving maid and companion who has given her life to Maggie’s welfare.
CHARLOTTE: Kitchen maid who sees all, but says nothing.
CHAPTER ONE
Those who had a choice did not venture out. Maggie had no choice. The call had been unexpected and shocking.
“We’ve no time to waste,” Ruth had told her. “Not if you want to see your daughter. Kate reckons she won’t last more than a few hours.”
They’d hurried through almost deserted streets, heads down against the wind and driving rain, Maggie following the light of the lamp as it swung to and fro in Ruth’s hand, not believing for a moment that her daughter could be dying.
It was all a mistake. Rose was not dying. How could she be?
“This is it then,” said Ruth as she stopped at a house half-way down Paradise Court. “Kate’ll still be here. She’ll stay as long as you need her and I’m just next door. I don’t know what your daughter’s doing in a place like this – it ain’t none o’ my business, but your girl was a good ‘un and that no-hope Patrick didn’t do her right. Ask anybody. She didn’t belong here and I hope you aint going to spend the rest of your life blaming yourself.”
“Blame myself!” Maggie shouted. “You think I don’t already do that. Do you imagine that I don’t wake up every morning asking myself what more I could have done? She didn’t even tell me where she was living. I knew she was ashamed – but I had no idea...”
“But the baby...”
“I didn’t know, not until tonight. Not until you told me.”
“Well,” whatever’s happened between you two, you’ve got little enough time...” Ruth paused. “I’m sorry,” she said, squeezing Maggie’s arm. “You get in there and see your daughter. She’s your own flesh and blood and whatever’s happened, your place is with her now. I’m a mother. I feel for you, no matter what the rights and wrongs might be. I’m sorry I spoke out,” she added. “You just be sure to shout me if there’s anything I can do.”
Maggie stood for a moment, afraid of what she knew she’d find inside the squalid house. Then, fearfully, she started to climb the steps that led to the door of number twenty-five. Her hands shook as she gripped the wet rails; dread slowed her steps. Now she was alone, she wished Joseph was with her. He should be with her. Rose was his daughter too and though their rift had lasted for months, he surely deserved the chance to make amends.
But he hadn’t been there when the knock came. He hadn’t been there to receive the news that would throw their lives into despair and confusion.
“And he isn’t here now,” thought Maggie bitterly.
Paradise Court was empty. The filthy September night, a harbinger of the winter to come, had people seeking refuge on their own hearths and Maggie could imagine them, hidden behind their curtains, watching her. Even in their own imperfect lives they would have cause to find her wanting of the most basic of human instincts – concern for her own child. Like Ruth, they would judge her a poor mother. Though their own children wore hand-me-downs and worn boots and most times had barely enough to eat, they at least did their best, and though that was never good enough, it was all they could do.
Her regret was mixed with shame that she had allowed her daughter to end up here. She didn’t know how it had come to this. She would never forgive herself for not standing up to Joseph, and she promised herself that, once Rose was back at home, she would insist that he forget this pointless quarrel and allow them to become a family again.
She refused to listen to the voice in her head that kept telling her it wouldn’t happen. That Ruth was right. That there would be no second chance for Rose.
She looked at the window of number twenty-five. The rain was running in rivulets down the glass, carrying with it the dirt of despair. Someone had hung curtains at the windows; a futile attempt to create a personal space in a world where families shared back yards and washrooms and where privacy was hard won and easily lost.
Though she was desperate to see Rose, she was afraid of opening the door. Once she crossed the threshold the truth would be there, laid out in all its awful certainty. There would be no more room for denial.
When Ruth had told her about the baby and warned that Rose would not survive the night, Maggie hadn’t believed it. And she couldn’t let herself believe it now. She told herself that she was here to take her daughter home. Nothing more, nothing less. And as long as she stood on the outside of that room, she could fool herself into believing almost anything.
But truth will have its time. She had to face it. She pushed open the door, covering her mouth as the smell of decay and damp took her by surprise. She stood in the open doorway looking into the darkness of the room, waiting for her eyes to become accustomed to the half-light of the single candlestick. She looked around, taking in the empty fireplace, the small table, a single chair and then, with growing horror, the bed in the corner where Rose lay. And it took her only seconds to see the seeping pool of blood that had settled under the bed.
She dropped to her knees, “Rose. It’s me. I’m here my love.”
Rose barely had the strength to turn her head but she held out a hand to Maggie. Maggie took it in hers, feeling the icy coldness of her daughter’s fingers, seeing now with terrible clarity her ashen skin and the dark tracks of the tears that bore the evidence of the pain she had suffered. She smoothed the hair from Rose’s forehead, pushing it back where it had become plastered against her white face.
“Don’t you give up my darling child. I’m right here and I’m going to get you some help.”
Maggie felt a hand on her shoulder. “She’s past that,” Kate said softly.
“No! We need a doctor. Get a doctor!” Maggie demanded.
“No money – no doctor,” Kate told her. “Round here there’s only me for them that can’t pay and there’s only so much I can do.”
“I would have paid,” Maggie told her. “I would have paid anything.”
“It wouldn’t have made any difference. Your girl wasn’t strong. We did what we could. Ruth sent for me straightaway, as soon as she knew. I’ve delivered nearly all the babies round here. I know what I’m doing, but sometimes nature’s cruel. Sometimes these things just happen. There’s no reasoning, no explanation. It just is.”
“But not Rose. Please, God, not Rose,” Maggie cried. “Rose you hold on, I’ll take care of you, I promise.”
She slid onto the bed and slipped her arm around her daughter, easing over until Rose’s head lay against her shoulder.
‘My baby?” Rose whispered.
Kate placed the baby beside her. “Here child,” she said. “Your baby is fine.”
Maggie wrapped her arms around both of them, resting her head against Rose’s. She could smell the smoky grime in her hair, feel the brittleness of neglect and she realised, bitterly, just what damage they had done to her.
Rose had been a beautiful child. A perfect child. But now she was no more than a wasted body lying on a filthy bed with a child of her own in her arms. And Maggie knew, in a heartbreaking moment of understanding, just what she was about to lose.
“Eleanor,” Rose whispered. “I want her to be called Eleanor – Ellie.”
“Eleanor...Eleanor is a fine looking baby,” Maggie told her. ‘She has your hair and your eyes. She’s going to be as beautiful as her mother.”
“Look after her...”
‘Shush now,” Maggie told her. “I’ll take care of both of you and you can rest and get stronger and then you can look after her yourself.” She kept her voice steady, but she could feel her daughter’s weakness and in her heart she knew that she had already lost her.
Kate stood silent by the window, looking out onto the square, seeing nothing but the darkness. It seemed fitting somehow that the rain and wind were still howling their lament around the houses. It was hard to see any mother leave her child before she even got to know it, but it was harder still when the sun was shining and the sound of the children playing in the square was mixed with the sounds of grief.
Their squeals as they splashed in the puddles under the water pipe never seemed fitting while tears were being shed indoors. And yet it was a reminder that life went on, as it would for Ellie and Maggie.
Kate found it hard not to sympathise with the woman who had woken that morning unaware of the heartbreak that lay waiting. She would never understand how Rose had come to be living in such a place. She had never known anyone choose to live in Paradise Court. Most of those who came here would have done anything to be almost anywhere else. In truth, it was the last stop before the workhouse, or the churchyard.
But, whatever the circumstances that led to this misfortune she knew that Maggie’s grief would be as deep and as strong and as long-lasting as anyone’s, maybe even more so, mingled as it was with the guilt of a mother who would always believe that she could have done more.
She watched for a few minutes as the three, mother daughter and granddaughter lay together, Maggie feeling each painful breath her daughter took and Rose, not for one second taking her eyes off the tiny infant in her arms. And Ellie sleeping, unaware of the heartbreak that was happening all around her.
There was nothing left now for Kate to do, so she slipped through the door, closing it quietly behind her while Maggie held on tight to her daughter and waited for her strength to slowly ebb away.
It was no more than an hour later that Rose Skinner, aged barely seventeen, sighed her goodbye to a world that had once promised her everything and then, in an instant, had taken it all away.
Maggie didn’t move. She lay, still and silent, feeling nothing of the cold; feeling nothing at all, until Ellie started to cry. She pulled the baby towards her, tucking her close to her body, wrapping her cloak around her, recalling a time she had lain like that with Rose and remembering the lullaby she sang to her not long after she was born.
She began quietly, sometimes forgetting the words, sometimes singing her own words. She sang even though her throat hurt with the effort of holding back her tears, even though her heart was breaking, even though she couldn’t understand why life had changed so much in such a short time. She sang until Ellie slept and then she took the infant and gently laid her back down with her mother.
She placed Rose’s hand on Ellie’s sleeping body and covered it with her own. “Rose,” she whispered, “I promise that, from this very moment, your daughter will have the very best that I can give her. I will never let her down. Never. You can rest in peace; she will be loved as much as you are. This is my promise to you my darling daughter. I will never allow anything or anyone to come between us.”
CHAPTER TWO
The door flew open. Wind immediately rushed in, bringing with it swirling leaves and the spray of cold rain. Maggie twisted around, expecting to see Ruth or Kate.
“So a visitor, I see,” he said, leaning against the door frame. His speech was slurred, his breathing laboured and Maggie could smell the drink from where she sat on the edge of the bed. The silhouette had no features, but the voice bore the unmistakable lilt of the land of Patrick O’ Neill’s birth.
“This is where my promise begins,” Maggie thought as she watched the figure in the doorway stagger towards her. She raised herself off the bed and faced him, standing between him and her daughter as if, even now when it was too late, she could protect her from his corruption.
“Rose is dead,” she told him coldly. ‘She died giving birth to a daughter.”
He stopped, leaning against the table to steady his swaying body. “Don’t talk daft. She can’t be dead – just like that,” he said.
“Not just like that. She suffered alone for hours until Ruth heard her cries. They did what they could. But she died, Patrick O’ Neill. She died because you neglected her. She died on that filthy mattress in this disgusting room with no fire in the grate and no food on the table.”
Patrick reached out his hand to grip the bedpost and pulled himself across to where Rose lay. He stood for a while looking down at her and the sleeping baby.
“She always was sickly,” he said. “Always fragile. No strength.”
“You are an evil man,” Maggie told him. “You killed my daughter as sure as if you’d taken a knife and cut her throat. You killed her with neglect.”
“No! You’ve got it wrong,” he said, not taking his eyes off Rose. “I took care of her – when her own father wouldn’t.”
“By sitting in the tavern every night? By drinking away the money she needed for food? By spending what little you had left on women?”
“No! No, you’ve got me all wrong,” he repeated. “You don’t want to be listening to what they say here, nor to that man o’ yours. They never did like me round here. But I never done nothing to hurt a hair of her head. I never done nothing and if she said I did...” He dropped down heavily on the bed, narrowly missing the child. “She would never have said I did. Never,” he said quietly. “She was alright was Rose. She was alright.”
Maggie reached out and lifted Ellie, holding her tight, not wanting to wake her, but needing to shield her from Patrick’s malice.
“I know what you did and I know how you mistreated her,” she said. “And if I could, if I had the strength, I’d kill you now, with my bare hands.”
“And you a lady,” he mocked, turning away from Rose and looking at Maggie. “You with your fancy ‘ouse and your fancy husband. Too fancy to come and see your own daughter though. Too fancy for that.”
His dark eyes flashed with resentment. Maggie knew she should say no more. But she wouldn’t – she couldn’t stop.
“Rose was ashamed to have me come here. But you know that I saw her often. You know of our meetings. You knew that I gave her money for her needs. You knew because you took it for your drink.”
Patrick hauled himself up off the mattress and stood, looking down at Maggie.
“And does your husband know of your little meetings? I think not. Does he know that you’d been seeing her even though he’d forbidden it? Has he heard about your walks across the hills? No. Of course he hasn’t. And why do you think he never got to find out?
“If her father had known she was living in this...”
“He never got to find out about your secret trysts because I never told him,” Patrick said, ignoring her. “I was supposed to. I was supposed to keep an eye on her. Let him know how she was. Where she’d been. If she’d decided...
“You are a liar Patrick O’ Neill. He never knew. He couldn’t have,” Maggie insisted.
“He did know,” Patrick said moving closer. His face was too close to hers and she recoiled from his foul smelling breath, instinctively covering Ellie’s face with her hand. “He knew alright. She begged him to let her come home. She begged him to let her see you. She begged him.”
“And she would have been welcome,” Maggie said, fighting the urge to turn her face away from his.
“But she wasn’t though was she?” he yelled. “That father of hers told her she was not welcomed in his house. He told her she’d made her decision and he had made his – and she would have to live with the consequences. That is what your precious husband told your poor bloody daughter.”
“He wouldn’t...”
“He did! He told her there was no place in his home for her, now or ever.”
“Her father was disappointed and hurt. He had great hopes for her and she... he felt that she had let him – and herself – down. But he knew nothing about the baby. Neither of us did.”
“Are you sure?” Patrick sneered. “Are you really sure?”
She wasn’t. Joseph was not an easy man and not a man to back down once he’d made a decision, no matter what hardship and anguish it caused. And recently there had been times when he’d seemed almost brutal in his condemnation of their daughter. But he was Maggie’s husband and she couldn’t listen to the likes of Patrick O’ Neill spouting his lies.
“I will not stand here arguing with you while my daughter lies dead,” she told him.
“Because you know I’m right. He knew about the baby. He always knew. Rose begged to be allowed home. She missed you. She hated him, but she missed you every day. She just wanted to be allowed to go home – with the child. He wouldn’t have it. He’d have her – but not her child. He said he’d fix it. He knew someone – a doctor in Manchester. But the poor stupid cow wouldn’t hear of it. She had a choice, ‘Get rid of the kid or stay with that no good O’ Neill.’ That’s what he told her. And can you believe – she chose to keep the child - and me.”
“I don’t believe you. I don’t believe a word of it. Joseph would have told me. Rose would have told me.”
“She chose me,” he said. “Because living in this hovel with this drunken bum was better – yes, that’s what she thought,” he said when he saw the look on Maggie’s face, “better than going home without her child, to that hell your husband created for her.”
“You are a wicked liar. Rose would have told me. I’m her mother. I would have known.”
“Oh yes? And even if you had known, what would you have done. You did nothing to help her when she was at home. You did precious little when he threw her out. She knew you couldn’t stand up to his bullying. I mean Mrs. Skinner – when have you? Ever?”
Maggie turned to look down at Rose. She hated Patrick O’ Neill, but what he said had the ring of truth and in her heart she couldn’t deny it. She could do nothing now for Rose, nothing to right the wrongs, but she could give her child a life – and this time she would be strong. She would stand up to her husband. She had made a promise to her daughter and she would keep it.
“It’s true,” she said. “I have not been as strong as I should have been. And now it’s too late for Rose, but not for her daughter. She’ll come home with me. I promised Rose – and I will keep my promise.”
“And what of me? Am I to have no say? Am I not the father?”
“She’ll be better off with me,” said Maggie.
“Well now, perhaps she will and perhaps she won’t. Who is to tell? But then you know that I am a liar and a drunkard. I am a thief. A rogue. What kind of father would I make? You think you are so respectable, so much better than me. Well, take the child. See what kind of life she has with your husband. I’ll save my breath. Keep my own counsel. Safer for me that way – and safer for that poor child. For a while at least. Until she becomes...”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Your mind has become softened by drink.”
“Not so softened that I don’t see that baby’s worth something to you. But Patrick O’ Neill, that’s me – and I have to look after myself. You think no good of me, and I don’t blame you. So, true to myself, I say, what would you think the child is worth? I have lost my lovely Rose, now I am to lose the child?”
“Ah, I see,” said Maggie. “How much do you think the life of a child is worth? You who have no idea of the value of life. What bounty do you put on this tiny head?”
“Ask your husband about the value of life and just give me my dues. Fifty guineas should do it.”
“Ten and no more,” Maggie said.
“Twenty and we have a deal.”
“Twenty guineas and no more. You’ll take the money and leave. I never want to have to look at you again. I don’t want this child growing up with you hanging around these streets. Go back to where you came from. Better that she never knows who her father is, or what he did to her mother. Better that she never knows what an evil man you are.”
“Perhaps not as evil as you believe,” he said softly.
“I shall send the money first thing tomorrow,” she said, turning away from him. She stopped at the still open door. And now, because what she had to say to him was almost too hard to imagine, she hesitated, looked across at her daughter and then back to Patrick O’ Neill.
“I will arrange for Rose to come home. There is nothing for you to do but leave. I would like to bury my daughter with the dignity you denied her.”
“A pleasure Mrs. Skinner. But don’t be late with my money, I wouldn’t want to have to come to reclaim the child.”
She turned then and walked away, leaving him standing alone in the dismal room. She didn’t look back. She hoped that was the last time she ever had to set eyes on Patrick O’ Neill.
CHAPTER THREE
Maggie stepped out of number twenty-five. When she’d followed Ruth, her mind had been occupied with what she may find. And now she knew. Now her worse fears had been realised and, at that moment, Maggie knew that whatever life may hold for her, there was nothing that could hurt her more.
She walked carefully down the steps and stood at the bottom, not knowing which way would take her back home. She had no lantern and was shaking with the cold and the fear of what the next few hours would bring. Startled, she felt an arm snake around her shoulders and a voice shouting to be heard through the storm.
“I’ll walk with you,” Ruth said, slipping a mantle around Maggie’s shoulders.
Maggie turned, grateful for her concern. “If you just tell me which path I need to take and lend me a lantern...”
“No. Not this night. You don’t need to be wandering these lanes alone, not knowing where you’re going. It’s your home you need now, and your family.”
“Thank you,” said Maggie gratefully. “It’s kind of you.”
“Well not so kind that I’ll be standing here talking while we could be getting you home and out of this lousy weather,” Ruth said, gently pulling Maggie away from the house.
They walked back the way they had come such a short time before and with each step that took her further away from her daughter, Maggie became more and more angry. How could this have happened? How could we have let her down so badly? She was nothing but a child.
The thoughts tumbled through her mind. Visions of the room she had just left. Broken pieces of remembered conversations. Pleading with Joseph. Meeting with Rose, not daring to tell him. Seeing her and yet not recognising her pain. Not knowing about the baby. Looking into her face and not realising. How could a mother be so blind to her daughter’s torment?
She felt the warmth of the baby in her arms, so real and yet still so unbelievable. In the struggle to find something to hold onto, something to stop her mind from sliding into the chasm of grief and despair she knew awaited her, she held on tight to her promise to Rose; ‘I will take care of your daughter.’
When she finally saw her own front door, all feelings of sorrow had been replaced by a growing anger that this should have happened, and a determination that she would do right by the child that slept so still in her arms.
“Thank you, Ruth – for bringing me home and for what you did for Rose,” she said. “I can’t...”
“No need to thank me,” Ruth said. “It’s what we do. There’s no help for us in Paradise Court, so we help ourselves - and each other. Well mostly. There are those that don’t - and you met one of them tonight.”
Ruth reached around Maggie and banged on the door.” Well, good luck Mrs. Skinner. You’ll be needing it these next few weeks.”
Maggie watched as Ruth started back down the road, her head bent against the still raging wind. Even when the door had been opened and Sarah had stood aside for her to go in, Maggie watched the figure as it hurried along the road, the lantern still swinging from side to side.
Sarah had been with Maggie for years. Now she saw in the face of the girl who she had watched become a woman, a wife, a mother, the devastation of total despair.
“Take her upstairs,” Maggie said, handing the baby to the older woman. “Where is my husband? Is he home?”
“He’s in the drawing room. He’s been asking where you were,’ she told Maggie. “Me and Charlotte, well we’ve been wondering ever since you left. We’ve been worried about Miss Rose.”
Maggie felt the tears spring to her eyes. “I’ll explain to you later,” was all she could manage. “But now I need to speak to my husband.”
“She’s gone then,” sighed Sarah, looking down at the child in her arms. “My poor, poor Rose.”
“Sarah,” Maggie said softly, ‘take Ellie upstairs. We must take care of her – for Rose. And send Charlotte for Doctor Johns.”
CHAPTER FOUR
Maggie pushed the door open slowly, dreading what awaited her.
Joseph was sitting in the high-backed chair by the fire, his legs stretched out towards the warmth, his paper open on his knee. The fire was blazing and she couldn’t help but compare the comfort of this room to that in which her daughter had recently lived and died. Again the realisation that she – that they both – had failed her became a vicious band of steel around her chest.
“Margaret,” said Joseph. “At last you see fit to come home. I suppose you prefer not to tell me where you’ve been. Sarah said something about you going to see Rose, even though I’ve made it quite clear that we will have nothing to do with her until she comes to her senses. Rose has made her choice, she must live with it.”
“Well, she didn’t Joseph, live with it I mean. I think you must prepare yourself for a shock. Rose died earlier this evening.”
She knew she sounded callous, but she couldn’t bring herself to soften her tone. While she had been watching her daughter slowly die, he had been about his own business, not knowing, not caring.
Joseph folded the paper and looked at his wife. “I’m sorry Maggie, I misheard you. You said that Rose...”
“Is dead Joseph,” she repeated. “Our daughter is dead.”
“I don’t understand,” he said, allowing the paper to fall from his hand.
“What is there for you to misunderstand? She is dead. Surely Sarah told you that she was ill and that was the reason I went to her?”
“This is a joke,” he said angrily, rising from his chair. He stood, his back to the fire, staring at Maggie. For the first time he noticed her disheveled appearance and the mud and blood stains on her skirt, her hair hanging wet around her shoulders and her face streaked with the grime of the poverty whose shame still clung to her.
“What on earth has been going on Margaret? Explain your appearance. I have never seen the likes of it.”
“What does my appearance matter? Our daughter is dead!”
Joseph was watching her closely, looking for the lie on her face.
“If this is true...”
“Of course it’s true!” she said. “Do you think me so cruel that I would lie about something like this?”
Joseph couldn’t answer her. Slowly the truth of what she’d said became apparent to him.
“Sarah did tell me that you had been sent for – but I didn’t think – I never ever thought that...” he floundered. “This is Patrick O’ Neill’s fault. This is because of him. If he has harmed her I’ll...”
“You’ll what? She interrupted. “You did nothing when you had the chance. If it hadn’t been for you, she would still have been here. She would never have left if you hadn’t driven her away.”
“Nonsense, Margaret. You’re distraught. You have no idea what you’re saying. If Rose insisted on taking up with Patrick O’ Neill, what else was I supposed to do?”
“Care for her Joseph. You were supposed to care for her.”
“And I tried. I did try.”
“By forcing her out of her home?”
“She chose to go to O’ Neill. What would you have had me do?”
“She would never have gone to him if you hadn’t been so heartless. If you hadn’t tried to force her into an arrangement she didn’t want with a man she despised.”
“It would have been for the best.”
“For you Joseph. It would have been best for you! It was no more than a business proposition which would have brought you stronger ties and an eventual amalgamation of two factories. You used her as a bargaining tool to further your selfish ambitions.”
“And what good has come of her. If she had listened, if she had done as I asked... What good became of her with Patrick O’ Neill?”
“He promised her the very things you denied her. He allowed her to make her own choices. He didn’t force her to live with him – you did that!” Maggie countered.
“I warned her Margaret. I tried to do what was right for her, but she wouldn’t hear of it. She just wouldn’t listen. You can’t hold me responsible for her death. You can’t.”
“She died in childbirth Joseph. She died giving birth to our granddaughter. And don’t try to tell me you didn’t know she was with child. You conveniently ignored it, like you chose to ignore the fact that she was living in a damp dismal hovel, eating when she could and keeping herself warm on a dirty mattress with a filthy blanket.”
“I knew nothing of it,” Joseph said quietly.
“Yes you did! How did you imagine she was living? She had no money. She had nothing but the clothes she left in. She had nothing, Joseph, except that which was given to her.”
“I knew nothing of how she lived,” he repeated.
“And cared even less,” Maggie told him. “Patrick O’Neill seems to think that you knew all about where Rose was and how she was living. And he seems to think that you did know of the baby. He says that Rose was desperate to come home, but you wanted to make ‘arrangements’ to be rid of the child before you would even consider it.”
“Patrick O’ Neill is a liar and a drunk.”
“That is exactly what I told him,” Maggie said. “And yet Joseph, what he said has made me wonder. You gave her an ultimatum – to follow your wishes or leave. So she left and fell straight into the arms of Patrick O’Neill. And you did know. You had to know what would happen to her. You are not a stupid man, but I do find myself wondering just what kind of man you’ve become. What kind of man does that to his daughter?”
“How can you...how dare… you take the word of a villain over mine. I won’t be spoken to in this manner. I understand that you are upset, of course you are. But may I remind you Margaret, that I have always done my best for Rose. Always.”
“Then you will be pleased to do whatever you can for her daughter. You will welcome her into our home.”
“What! You expect me to take in the child? The bastard child of Patrick O’ Neill? I will not have it in the house,” he said, slumping back into his chair. “How could I bear to look at the child responsible for my precious daughter’s death?”
“Don’t you dare, Joseph. Don’t you dare pretend that our daughter was precious to you. And don’t you ever call her daughter a bastard child. She is our blood.”
“Never!”
“She is our granddaughter no matter how you protest – and you may think as you please, but for now she is upstairs with Sarah and I shall do the best I can to give her what her mother cannot. I promised Rose.”
“You should have promised nothing. I will not have that child in my house.”
“Too late. She is here and she is staying. This house is as much my home as it is yours. My father gifted it both of us on our wedding day and I shall do as I please as long as I live in it. And I please to care for my granddaughter.”
“I warn you Margaret, don’t defy me on this. I will not have that child in this house.”
“No, Joseph. Not this time. I have allowed you to intimidate me too many times,” she told him. “I see, now that it is too late, that I have never been the mother I should have been. I have not stood up to you. I let her down when I should have protected her. I found it too easy to close my eyes and my ears to her unhappiness. Now it’s too late for Rose. But not for Ellie. She will not suffer because of my weaknesses. And she will not suffer because of your stubbornness. I will take care of her.”
“You heard me Margaret,” he said, coldly. “Regardless of the circumstances, I will not be ignored on this. You know that I mean what I say.”
“And so do I Joseph,” she replied. “So do I.”
Sarah tapped on the door and slipped quietly into the room. She was used to Joseph Skinner’s tempers. It had been the same for years. And for years she’d wished that Maggie had shown more spirit in the face of his moods. Now it seemed she’d found the courage. But now it was too late.
She kept her eyes averted. She had no wish to see the grief in Maggie’s face, or the indifference in his.
“The doctor Madam, he’s upstairs now,” she said, her voice strained with the effort of holding back her own sorrow.
“Thank you, Sarah,” Maggie said. “Tell him I’ll be with him shortly.”
Maggie waited until Sarah had closed the door behind her before she turned once more to her husband and saw, for just one unguarded moment, a fleeting look of anguish on his face. Her heart softened.
“I’m sorry Joseph. You must be hurting too,” she told him gently. “This is not the time for us to be arguing. I know you never meant that any harm should come to her.”
“Of course I didn’t. And despite what you think and what Rose may have believed, I have worked hard to provide a standard of life that benefitted us all. I have achieved a degree of success in this town. I am respected and I admit that I was not prepared to let her throw that away on some gold-digging wastrel, hence the marriage arrangement to someone deserving of her. If you believe that I was wrong, then I’m sorry. I still do not believe I was.”
“Then what can I say Joseph. We let her down. We both let her down.”
“She let herself down.”
“You cannot find it in your heart to feel anything but anger?”
“I am disappointed in Rose. I am angry at him.”
“I understand the way you feel about him but...”
“No! No you don’t,” he said, picking up the paper and snapping it open. “You don’t understand. You don’t understand any of it, or you wouldn’t even think about allowing that child to sleep under the same roof as me.”
Maggie was shocked that even now, in their darkest hours, he could still think so much of his own needs and so little of hers and Rose’s. But she was desperate to reach out to him. Theirs had not been the happiest of marriages, but they needed each other now, more than ever. She knelt down by his chair and laid a hand on his arm.
“She is Rose’s child,” she told him gently. “Our granddaughter. The only part of Rose that we have left. She is our blood and one day you will be pleased to have her in your life. You will learn to love her.”
She wanted to comfort him, to lay down the hurt and the torment they both felt. She wanted to hold him and have him turn to her and tell her that they would cope together. That he regretted what had happened and they would do all they could to make Ellie’s life a happy one. For the sake of their daughter.
But he didn’t. He lifted the paper, used it to shield his face. “Understand what I am saying Margaret,” he said. “I cannot, I will not, ever accept that child. Now, since you have business with the doctor, perhaps you should go and explain to him that the child will not be staying. You will have to make arrangements for her care. I understand that. But it will not be here. Perhaps he can suggest something.”
“How can you be so callous?” she said, rising to her feet.
“I am realistic Margaret,” he said, lowering the paper just enough to see over the top. “I cannot look upon the face that ruined Rose – and each time I look at that child, that is exactly what I will see. You may see only the image of Rose, but I will see the man who took her and ruined her. I will not be swayed by pleading or arguments. My mind is set.”
She turned away from him, wondering when he had become so embittered that he would not even allow himself a moment to mourn their loss. She had thought that they would, at least, have been able to offer comfort to each other.
There would never be a time when she needed him as much as she did now and, if he had one bit of compassion left in his heart, he would surely have turned to her. He would have offered her comfort instead of more sorrow.
The silence that hung heavily between them filled with the relentless ticking of the clock, the hiss of coals on the fire, Joseph’s steady breathing, Sarah’s footsteps in the room above, the gentle purr of Rose’s cat. Her own heartbeat. Small sounds became too loud. The room was wrong. The colours too bright. Her father’s smiling face, looking down from the painting over the mantelpiece, became someone she couldn’t recognise. The face was twisted, the eyes too dark. Nothing was quite the way it should have been.
The room was moving. The floor, like liquid, was sucking her down. She sank into the chaise lounge, exhaustion seeping into every pore. She sat still, her hand on her heart.
Joseph, behind the paper, had no idea how she was feeling. And if he knew – would he care? She would not ask him to help her. Not now. Not ever again. After years of pretending, she allowed herself to feel the emptiness of her marriage and admitted to herself that, tonight, she had lost him too.
She waited until the world came back into focus, until her heart steadied. She would not allow the desperation she felt overtake her. She had work to do – and she knew it would not be easy.
Slowly, she stood. “Can we at least be civil enough to bury our daughter with love and not hate?” she asked.
“I didn’t hate Rose. I hated what she did. But I could never hate her,” Joseph said, still concealed behind his paper. “I wanted only what was best for her.”
“Then, for Rose’s sake – and for mine – you must accept her daughter.”
“I will never accept the child,” he said, slowly lowering his paper. I will not have it in the house. Not now – not ever.”
“Then, Joseph,” Maggie said, “the way ahead will be a hard one, since I am adamant that Ellie belongs here, with me. And, no matter what you say, I will keep my promise to my daughter.”
“Then the consequences will be on your own head.”
“And also on yours,” she told him, wearily.
CHAPTER FIVE
Sarah was sitting on the edge of the metal-framed bed in the attic room that had been hers since Maggie’s father had brought her to the house. She’d been barely more than a girl herself then, engaged as kitchen maid by the man she had at first feared and then, quickly, grown to respect and admire. Walter Rowe was good man. Everyone had known him. Everyone felt the same. A good man.
When Elizabeth Rowe became ill, Sarah found herself helping more and more with the young Maggie as her mother slowly slipped away from them. The house that had once been so full of cheer grew hushed and sad.
She’d watched as that gentle and kind man coped with his own grief. She helped him guide the young Maggie through her own, and watched as he grew closer to his daughter every day.
On the day they both began to smile again, Sarah took herself for a long walk across the Brayburn Hills, re-living the misery of that dreadful year. At last, alone on those hills, she allowed her own tears to fall for the woman whose presence still filled their lives.
Many years had passed since then, but she still was - and always would be - very fond of Maggie. She could never have replaced her mother, she would never have tried to, but she became nurse, nanny and, in later years confidante. Until Joseph Skinner.
She looked down at the baby asleep on her knee remembering the day that Rose had been born. The joy in the face of Walter Rowe had been tempered only by the sorrow that his wife was not there to see their first grandchild.
“This would never have happened if he’d still be alive,’ she whispered to the sleeping child. “Never! Your poor mother gone and your grandmother fretting fit to make herself ill and a future I wouldn’t wish on anyone.”
The attic room was small. Even with just her few things, there had been little room. And now she had the child. Not that she minded, although there was a perfectly good nursery downstairs. But he wouldn’t have her there. Wouldn’t even look at her. Kept telling Maggie the child must go. So, for now at least, they kept her in the attic with Sarah. It was safer that way. But Sarah knew it was only a matter of time before he had his way. He wouldn’t allow her to stay – and she thought she knew only too well why. Her mind was troubled. She’d been afraid she might be seeing trouble where there was none. She couldn’t be sure, so she said nothing.
Then Joseph Skinner had thrown Rose out of her home and Sarah didn’t know where she’d gone or where to look. Now Rose was dead and the truth had died with her. She’d never be able to put her suspicions to rest.
And she couldn’t tell. Who could she tell? Not Charlotte, not in a million years. Too free with the gossip was Charlotte. And not Maggie. Never Maggie.
It was a burden that Sarah knew she would carry for the rest of her life and she would carry it alone.
She thought about Maggie lying awake in her bed. She wouldn’t be asleep. She hadn’t slept at all since Rose had died. Sarah heard her each night, pacing around her room.
And she heard the Master come home in the early hours of the morning, stumbling along the hall, cursing, calling for Maggie. Then it seemed as if the whole house held its breath until he was in his bed and his throaty breathing allowed them all to relax.
She looked down at the baby, “What will become of you?” she whispered. “What will become of my poor Rose’s child?”
The tap on the door startled her. She laid the child back in the crib and eased the door open gently.
“Madam,” she said standing back so that Maggie could squeeze into the room. “I’ve just put her down.”
Maggie looked down at the baby, wrapped so well against the cold that she could barely see the tiny face. Her head was covered with a cream cap that Maggie recognised at once.
“Why Sarah – that was Rose’s, I’m sure.”
“Yes it was – there’s a chest full of things I couldn’t bear to throw away,” she said, ashamed to admit, even to herself, that the tiny garments had bought her comfort when the longing to hold her own child had become almost unbearable.
“You should both be in the nursery,” Maggie sighed. “But you know how it is.”
“I do – and don’t you worry about us, we’ll do alright up here.”
“But this can’t go on Sarah. This is not right.”
“There is little you can do until the Master comes round to the idea,” she said, sitting back down on the bed.
“And he will. Of that I am sure. He can’t deny his blood. Why would he? He is just shocked at the moment and not thinking clearly.”
“Supposing he don’t though? Supposing he won’t allow her to stay? What will become of her?”
“No, Sarah! Don’t even think that way. He wouldn’t be so cruel. He is a hard man, I admit that. But he’s not cruel…he isn’t.”
Sarah bit back the words that came so easily to mind. ‘Yes! He is! He’s that cruel and more. But how can I tell her now. How can I ever tell her what I fear to be the truth?’
“He was harsh with Rose,” Maggie was saying. “Insensitive to her feelings. And he was wrong. But now he will surely put that right. He will accept her daughter. He has to. He just needs time.”
“I hope so,” Sarah said, “I truly do.”
“Until then,” Maggie said, lifting the sleeping baby out of the crib, “we have to keep you up here little one. But, one day, you will sleep in the nursery, in your mother’s own crib. You will play with her toys and swing on her swing and we will tell you what a wonderful girl she was, and how much she would have loved you.”
“What do we call her madam?” Sarah asked softly. “Will she carry Rose’s name? Be called for her mother?”
“I have thought about that. Her name will be Eleanor as Rose wished. And her middle name will be Rose,” Maggie said, sitting carefully on the edge of the bed. “She will be Eleanor Rose Skinner, but we will call her Ellie, just as Rose did.”
“Ellie she shall be then,” Sarah said, easing herself down next to Maggie and the child.
She wanted to take them both into her arms, protect them from the heartache she knew was coming. But all she could do was sit, silently holding back her own tears as she watched Maggie’s fall gently onto the sleeping baby’s cheeks.
CHAPTER SIX
“This is not right,” said Sarah shielding her eyes against the glare of the low autumn sun. “The sky should be dark with rain; the wind should be cold, then at least I’d know where this terrible chill that freezes my soul comes from.”
“Funerals do that,” Charlotte said simply.
“No, this is more. This is trouble coming, mark my words. Things in this house are going to get even worse, you watch. I’ve been with Miss Maggie from when she was a child. I’ve seen tragedy inside these walls and I’ve helped her through it all. But I’ve never seen the likes of this. This is too much. Too much for anyone to bear.”
From where they stood, at the top of St. Michael’s Hill, they could see people lining the street, heads bowed, as the cortège passed by. Nearly all of them had known Rose and most now knew of the torment of the last few hours of her life, though none could understand the reasons why.
They knew Maggie too. Those, whose memories stretched as far back as Walter Rowe, could still remember her as a child, running down the hill, trying to keep up with his long strides. Those days she always had a smile for anyone who would take the time to talk to her.
Now she was not recognizable as that child. It seemed lately that she’d detached herself from the people who had known her back then; who had known her father and respected him.
And Walter Rowe had been respected by everyone. An employer who expected a fair day’s work in exchange for a fair day’s pay, no more, no less. Not for him the underhand tricks some of the factory owners used to squeeze extra minutes from their workers. His workforce was content and worked harder because of it. And for those who fell on hard times, his charity provided relief. His friends could depend on him. His enemies were few and disagreements were usually short lived and amicably settled.
Then, on his death, the factory had fallen into the hands of Joseph Skinner who had allowed it to become a mockery of all that Walter Rowe had envisaged, reducing his ideal to nothing more than a means of making money at the expense of the people the factory had once supported.
And though, when her father was alive, Maggie had been a regular visitor at the factory, taking an interest in those who worked there, for years now she’d been content to let Joseph run it as he seemed fit, regardless of the hardship he caused to those her father had sought to help. Today those people who had once admired her father, despised her husband.
They watched as Maggie passed, her shoulders stooped with the weight of the burden she had to carry, and their sympathy was tempered with a resentment they found difficult to hide. Maggie could feel it. Once, there had been a warmth about these people, a compassion that would have reached out to her, supported her; now there was nothing more than a shared bitterness. She understood it. They distrusted Joseph and by association they distrusted her. And she couldn’t blame them.
Joseph walked in front of her, his head held high, his face a mask of indifference. She watched him, hoping that he would at least be aware of her pain even if he was incapable of showing his own. But he remained distant, untouched and untouchable, and she was relieved to be able to hide her hurt behind the black veil that covered her face.
She saw Ruth standing at the side of the road and nodded her gratitude as she walked past. At that moment she felt closer to Ruth than she did to her own husband. Ruth at least, had been there for Rose when she hadn’t. It was Ruth who sent for Maggie. It was Ruth who helped Kate deliver the baby. And Maggie hadn’t even had the opportunity to thank her.
Then, she was shocked to see Patrick O’ Neill, standing not far behind Ruth, leaning insolently against the window ledge of the Crown and Cushion Tavern. He stood, cap in hand, head bowed, but she didn’t believe for one moment that he was there to show respect for the girl he had treated so badly. Her steps faltered as she saw him and it was Ruth whose hand reached out impulsively to steady her.
Maggie looked at her, hoping that she would somehow see her gratitude, not just for this, but for all she’d done. Ruth bowed her head slightly, an acknowledgement of the thanks and an indication that, as a mother herself, she understood Maggie’s pain and in some way, shared it.
For this small comfort Maggie was grateful and in that moment she came to see how empty her life must be when the only scrap of comfort came from a stranger. Where were her friends? Where were those who were happy to accept her hospitality? Those who sat at her table, enjoyed her food, fawned at her husband’s feet. Where was their support?
As the churchyard came into sight, she held on even more tightly to the posy of flowers she carried in her hand and stared at the black plumes on the back of the carriage. She watched as they swayed from side to side with the movement of the horses. She listened to the clattering of the wheels on the cobbles, heard the muffled buzz of condolences from those gathered along the route. She counted her steps, watched the boots of the men in front of her, somehow keeping time with each other. Anything to keep her mind from the terrible task that lay before her.
She stood by the graveside as the coffin was lowered into the ground and controlled the overpowering sorrow that filled her heart as she whispered her promises to Rose for the last time.
And then, just for a moment, she lifted her head and looked up to see her husband and Patrick huddled together in a corner of the churchyard, heads bent, deep in conversation. Somewhere in her distant thoughts her most dreaded fear began to manifest itself and the promises she’d made shattered into a thousand pieces.
‘I will not have that child in the house,’ Joseph had told her. ‘That child will never be welcome here.’
And now there he was with the man he claimed to hate so much. And Maggie could think of only one reason why they would be huddled so closely together. She knew in one shearing flash of clarity what that reason was and she realised with a sickening certainty that her promises to Rose would all come to nothing.
She turned away from the graveside. Turned her back on her daughter. She needed to go. She couldn’t stay there. Not now. The gates seemed so far away. But she wanted to run - back home - back to Ellie, away from the terror that was growing inside her heart. But Ruth was there holding her arms, telling her to stop.
“No Mrs. Skinner. No use to run away,” Ruth was saying, “You’ll be better for facing it.”
“No!” Maggie told her. “It’s Ellie. I have to go to Ellie.”
But Ruth was still holding her arms, telling her she’d be alright, she would get through this. Maggie struggled to free herself while all the time the faces were becoming a blur of dark shadows and the voices were blending together in stifled discord. But still she tried to free herself. Until the last ounce of strength had left her body. Only then did she allow herself to surrender and collapse into Ruth’s arms before sliding slowly to the ground into the welcoming release of nothingness.
CHAPTER SEVEN
“You’ll come and fetch her tonight,” Joseph was saying. “She’ll be ready. I want her nowhere near here.”
“And do what with her?” Patrick asked. “Am I to keep her? On me own with no woman?”
“I’m not interested in whether you keep her or not. I only care that she is not in my house after today. I am giving you enough to get you back to Ireland. Take the child or not, I don’t care. And I’m giving you enough to keep your mouth shut, otherwise...”
“Thirty guineas you say?” Patrick said, interrupting him, not wanting to hear more of Joseph Skinner’s threats. There’d been enough of those. He stood with his back to the churchyard. He had no stomach for the insincerity of Rose’s funeral, the tears, the sorrow. If they cared so much, where were they when she needed them, these fine people in their fine black mourning clothes?
Not that he was growing soft. He wasn’t and he’d strike a blow at anyone who tried to say different, but Rose had been worth more than all of them put together.
“You know,” he’d told her one night in a rare sober moment, “if I wasn’t such a drunken no-hope…”
But she hadn’t let him finish. “No-one is without all hope,” she’d told him. “Everyone deserves a chance to be happy. And if your life had been a better one, perhaps you wouldn’t need to forget it with the help of a bottle of gin.”
He remembered her now in painful flashes. Soft and tender with gentle blue eyes that smiled even through all her troubles. She’d been the only one who even pretended to care. Since his mother, no-one else had ever looked on him with kindness. ‘No,’ he thought. ‘The Rose that I knew didn’t deserve what she got.’
“That’s what we agreed,” Joseph was insisting, and, just for a moment when he thought of the way that Rose had died – and why – Patrick was filled with hate for Joseph and disgust for himself.
“You’ll take the child, the crib, the clothing, everything.”
“I’ll do it,” Patrick said sullenly. “And then I’ll be away from this place faster than you can believe.”
“And you will forget anything you think you know about Rose.”
“From this moment I know nothing,” he said, wishing that he could forget the bad things and just remember the good. Like her gentle voice. And her smile. He knew he’d never be able to forget her smile. And he wouldn’t ever want to.
“Good. I would hate to have to make good on my…” Joseph hesitated looking at Patrick, noticing with pleasure the look on his face, misreading disgust for fear. “On my promise,” he said.
“I know nothing,” Patrick repeated. “And I’ll be there at six tonight. I’ll take the child and you’ll never see her again.”
“Until tonight then?” said Joseph.
“Until tonight.” Patrick agreed.
CHAPTER EIGHT
“I can help you. Course I can,” Bertha said.
Patrick found her sitting on a stool outside her cottage. Despite the chill of the night, she was clad in nothing more than a long black dress covered with an apron that may once have been white, but was now splattered with the excesses of her inebriate lifestyle. A dirty cloth, tied at the back of her neck, covered her head and the strands of hair that escaped it were thin and grey and parched. Her skin was leathery and brown with dirt ingrained in the lines and creases and her eyes were yellowed and rheumy. She sat, a log between her knees, an axe in one hand, a pipe in the other. Patrick didn’t get too close.
“‘Tis frowned upon. I has to tell you that,” she said, spitting on the floor inches away from Patrick’s leg. “Don’t want to get you in trouble an’ all do we? It’s them auforities see; they just can’t grasp the idea of it like. I mean take you for an instance Patrick O’ Neill. You don’t want to be held back by no crying child. You can’t look after a kid without a woman. Now I understands that, o’ course I do. But will they? Them with their fancy ‘ouses and fancy jobs and fancy factories. No! Course they won’t.”
“You’re right there. Right enough there,” Patrick told her. “There ain’t many as understands the likes of me and you.”
“O’ course not. But me – I do Patrick,” she said, throwing the axe on the floor in front of her and leaning forward, patting his knee. “I understands everything. I seen it all afore y’ see. ‘Ansome young man like you – wiv a life to lead – left wiv a baby he didn’t ask for and don’t want. I seen it before I have.”
“So what you saying then Bertha?”
“Give me the kid I says. For a small consideration o’ course. Can’t afford to look after it for nothing. But just a small consideration – just to cover me till it’s grown enough to make its own way. Till the factory can take it.”
“And what about these rumours. Am I to take note of them then?”
“Now what you go and bring that up for? I don’t listen to no rumours and neither should you. They’d have you believing all things - them as talk too much for their own good. I bin looking after folk’s kids for so long now I can’t remember when I started. And they done alright. “Cepting for them that’s ill. And you can’t blame Bertha Mason for illness. That you can’t.”
“So the kid’ll be alright?” he asked. “I ain’t saying I care of course,” he added quickly. “But just so as I know it’ll be alright.”
“Now don’t you go going soft on me. O’ course it will. But what makes you bother anyway? I hear tell you didn’t do right by its mother. And it’s got family – family with money.” She tapped her pipe on the edge of her stool, the ash falling onto the ground. She coughed and Patrick winced as she spit out again, missing his boot by a fraction.
“Family don’t want it,” Patrick told her, pushing his doubts away as fast as they came. “At least he don’t. All that money to spare and he can’t even give his own blood a decent home. Poor little sod! And,” he added leaning towards her despite the blanket of filthy smelling smoke that hung around her head, “you don’t want to be listening to all them bad things they got to say about me neither. It aint always the way they tells it. You should know that Bertha.”
“Well – I got to keep my heart hard in my job. Don’t do for me to start feeling somefing for these poor, poor souls. And it don’t do for me to start pitying the likes of you neither Patrick O’Neill. You ain’t the first and you won’t be the last to be landed with a kid you don’t want. That’s where I come in. I seen it all afore – and it breaks me up so it does. That’s why – out of the goodness of my old heart…”
“OhYeah? That’d be a first Bertha Mason,” Patrick said. “God forbid you should ever have a heart.”
“You changing your mind then?” she asked spitefully. “You don’t trust me wiv it now?”
“You know I ain’t changing my mind. I can’t afford to. I can’t afford to be choosy neither. Or I might just not be here. There’s better places I’ve heard of – but you’re here and I aint of a mind to go travelling abroad on a night like tonight.”
“Then afore you changes your mind and takes off for one o’ these better places you’ve heard tell of, let’s settle on ten guineas and you can leave her here with me.”
“Let’s settle on five and I’ll be gone. And not a penny more will you get. I’ll walk further. Take her over to Biddlington. Or leave her at the workhouse. That won’t cost me nothing.”
“Alright – don’t let’s be hasty,” she said, sensing a creeping lack of enthusiasm in Patrick. “We got all the time there is. Call it seven and I’ll guarantee you she’ll have a good home.”
“I ain’t got time Bertha. I’m away from here tonight. In two days I’m on a ship to Ireland, back to where I should have gone a good while back. So, reluctant like, I’ll have to settle for your terms,” he said spitting on his hand and holding it out to Bertha. “Seven it is then, providing you can guarantee me that child will be seen alright.”
“I’ve told you already. She’ll come to no harm wiv me. Not one bit of it.”
“Well, I’m glad to hear that, cus I tell you now, Ireland ain’t far enough away if I should hear any harm has come to this child. And I would hate to have to come back here, just for the sorting out of business. But,” he added, “providing we understand each other, I have to say, it’s an offer I can’t refuse and it’s a pleasure doing business with you Bertha.”
“And you too,” she told him. “And now that business is concluded, I’d like it very much if you would consider partaking of a drink with me. Before you goes like. To celebrate you leaving these shores and going back to your roots.”
“And we will make a toast to a good life for this kid,” he suggested trusting that, provided he saluted the custodian of unwanted children with a drop of good cheer, miracles would happen, the child would be taken care of and his conscience would cause him no further concern.
“I would be honoured Mr. O’Neill, that I would. Leave the cart an’ all just where it be and I shall see to it after we have taken a tot or two.”
“You will not be sober for long I would venture, Mrs. Mason.”
“Of that you can be sure.”
“Then how will you manage to care for the child?” he asked.
“Wiv difficulty I should imagine Mr. O. Neill,” she said, slapping her hands on her knees and laughing gleefully. “You worry too much. I shall tend to the mite the instance she needs it. Drunk or sober, ‘tis all the same to me. I’ve had enough practice to do what needs to be done with my eyes closed.”
Bertha produced a glass from under her stool and handed it to Patrick. Then she reached into her apron pocket and pulled out a bottle of gin.
“You’ll take the glass, Patrick,” she told him filling it as full as possible, “as you are the visitor. I shall do what I normally does,” she said putting the bottle to her mouth and tipping it up.
Patrick took the drink, willingly, knowing that, soon, the pleasant oblivion that came with it would make his world bearable and thoughts of the baby being left with this woman, would trouble him no further.
Jacob Mason watched from the door of the cottage. And he listened. In his enduring state of confusion, he tried to grasp the thought that was flitting across his memory, but he couldn’t. It was there – and then it was gone. He knew what it was – and seconds later he’d forgotten it.
He fixed his eyes on the axe lying by the side of his mother and tried again to catch the thoughts that fluttered around him.
All he could think was that he was afraid. Always afraid. In his thirteen years he had known nothing but fear. But now he couldn’t remember why. Except that mostly he was afraid for himself, but sometimes, like now, he was afraid for something else. If only he could remember what.
Ellie cried out in her sleep and Patrick looked across to the handcart, hoping that the child wouldn’t waken. At least not until he’d gone. He had his misgivings. A large part of him knew that he shouldn’t be leaving this child here, but he had his own life to lead now and if her family didn’t care, why should he. He ignored the suspicions tumbling through his mind, too reluctant to heed the warnings, too eager to forget the last few months and move on with his new life
But despite his reassurances to himself, and the numbing power of the gin, a chill ran down his back as Bertha clutched her drink to her chest, her knuckles whitening. She too heard Ellie cry out. She too looked across to the handcart, irritated that her evening was threatened so soon.
Jacob watched, holding his breath as his mother tapped her long gristly fingers against the bottle. He watched as her shoulders stiffened. He recognised the tilt of her head and what it meant. And as she stretched her leg out, her toe lifting the blade of the axe up and then letting it drop, Jacob backed further into the shadows of the cottage and deeper into the darkness of the world in which he lived.
CHAPTER NINE
There were two Bertha Masons. One she showed to the world of Patrick O’ Neill’s and bar-keepers and those poor unfortunates she called her clients and the other she saved for her son. Once there’d been three sons and a husband. Now there was only one son and no husband so Jacob was the enduring focus of his mother’s displeasure. A burden. A load she no longer wanted to carry.
Jacob’s world was not large. It stretched from the cottage to the tunnel half a mile along the canal, no further. What lay beyond those boundaries, frightened him. The one time he’d ventured towards the town, people stared at him and laughed at him and threw stones, so he’d kept his head down and ran for home as fast as he could. Jacob didn’t see what these people did. But he heard what they said and their laughter followed him.
“It’s not that he’s dirty,” they said. “God knows, half the kids around here never have a wash. It’s how he shuffles, swinging his hips, to the left, then to the right,” they said, acting it out. A parody of his misery.
“And his arms, hangin’ down by his side.”
“And his face all twisted, like he’s grinning – but he ain’t.”
“He’s not right in the head neither. Not now.”
“You’da thought he’d be locked away. For his own good like,” they said as they watched their own, imperfectly formed children pick up the stones that would send Jacob running back to the shelter of a life that tormented him only slightly less than they did.
These days he didn’t go to the town. He didn’t go any farther than the cottage or the tunnel, even though what scared him about being out there, outside what he knew, sometimes wasn’t as bad as what scared him on the inside.
Bertha’s cottage stood alone on the banks of the canal, its closest neighbours glad of the distance between. Three worn stone steps led down into two small and dismal rooms. There was just one dirty window in the first room, allowing little relieving light to enter. The ivy growing up the outside walls, covering the roof, brought beetles and damp, turning the walls inside black with mould. Plaster fell off in lumps and lay, untouched, on the dirt floor, slowly turning to dust.
There was little furniture; a chair and bed for Bertha and a table in the middle of the room covered with an embroidered cloth; a gift from a relieved and naive young woman whose experience of motherhood had been short, and whose belief in the woman who had promised to help her had been total.
The black fire grate was filled with ash which spilled out and crept across the floor. Food-encrusted saucepans, filled with foul-smelling combinations of mutton and vegetables, sat permanently on the coals, the smell rising to the ceiling, hanging like a cloud. There was a continuous, low humming noise. Flies. Hundreds of flies.
The other room had no window and no furniture. Only a straw mattress on the floor indicated its use. Jacob’s bed.
Outside, the privy and the rubbish pile attracted vermin, even on the coldest of days, and the smells from outside, combined with the smells from inside formed an atmosphere that was barely breathable.
This was home for Bertha Mason and her one remaining son. And the babies. Though most of the babies didn’t stay long. Most were gone almost as soon as their mothers had reached the edge of the town.
But some were not easy to be rid of. Sometimes their mothers visited for months, just to see that Bertha was treating them right. Just to hold them. “Like they care,” Bertha scoffed. “Can’t afford ‘em. Don’t want ‘em. But won’t let ‘em go.”
But Bertha knew what to do. A little milk, mixed with a little lime. A little more laudanum. It was pitiful to see them waste away when she could have put them out of their misery so much sooner. It was their own mothers causing them more harm than if they’d left it to Bertha. Too much interference. Mothers who thought they cared, but knew nothing. They came to Bertha asking for help. Paying for help. Begging her to take care of their infants. But Bertha knew what they were really asking. They didn’t want them. Why should they? And she didn’t. Didn’t now - wouldn’t ever. So she took their money and played their game.
“You know I’ll take care of her like she’s me own.”
“O’ course he’ll be alright with me.”
Babies nobody even pretended to want. Not even their parents. Babies like this one. Babies whose parents would never be back. These were the easy ones. Take the money and do the deed.
These were the ones that Bertha could handle. Here one day, then gone. No-one the wiser. And if by any chance Patrick O’ Neill did return from Ireland expecting this infant to be well, Bertha would tell him, full of sorrow, how she fell to the fever and never recovered.
But it wouldn’t happen. No-one would be coming back for this child. This baby wasn’t meant to live. Wasn’t whole. Not like she should have been.
“That bloody Patrick,” she’d grumbled when she’d noticed Ellie’s foot. “Left me with another bloody cripple. This one won’t never walk right. What am I supposed to do with it? What’s anyone supposed to do? Nature should ‘ave done her job instead of leaving it to the likes of me,” she told herself. “Good job it is though I aint one to shirk my responsibilities or the world would be full of cripples and the like. Then where would we be? It’s a duty I do – with a ‘eavy ‘eart sometimes. But do it I will. And kinder it is for everybody.”
“Jacob!” She shouted as she laid Ellie on the table. “Jacob Mason get your idle body in this house now. No good useless lump you are,” she muttered as she busied herself wrapping Ellie in the shawl that had served three generations of Rowe children.
She pinned her arms to her sides so she couldn’t move. Not that she’d be doing much moving. Bertha had seen to that. A generous helping of laudanum. Enough to do the job so Bertha didn’t have to.
“I wouldn’t harm one hair o’ their precious heads,” she said, looking up to the ceiling. “Not if I had any choice. But there’s a job here to be done and done it will be.”
She reached for a dirty sack from the pile under the table, slid Ellie inside and tied the top with a length of frayed string.
“Jacob! JACOB!”
Jacob heard. He knew what his mother wanted. He’d been doing her little jobs ever since his father drowned himself in the canal after another all night session at the tavern and his brothers had left to seek work and solace in the East End of London.
Jacob always did what his mother wanted. He was a good boy. He hadn’t always been. But for the last two years, ever since she’d shown him the consequences of not being good, he’d tried to be everything his mother could want. Done everything she told him to do. Did nothing he hadn’t been told to do, in case it annoyed her. Said nothing she might hear, in case it was the wrong thing. Kept himself out of sight, because just the look of him caused her temper to explode.
Then she’d glare at him. Call him names. Hurtful names. She’d stand over him and scream as he cowered further and further down until he was sitting on the ground, his arms over his head, waiting for the blow, like before. But now it never came. Now there was no need for it. The fear of it was enough to give Bertha the satisfaction that power brought. Enough to remind Jacob that he should be afraid.
He was right to be afraid. He remembered the night. He couldn’t remember any further back than that night. He’d tried, but it was like trying to look through a dense autumn fog. Things were there, but they were vague and blurred and after a while it hurt his head to try and remember.
But sometimes memories flickered in his mind. Moths round a candle, fluttering wings in a furious attempt to stay in the light. Then they were gone, leaving him reaching in the dark for something he couldn’t quite grasp.
At times he’d lie in the fields, staring at the sky, watching the clouds drifting, joining together, changing shapes. Or he’d count the stars. One to seven. Never more than seven. Then he’d start again. One to seven. And he’d nearly leave the fear behind. Just for a while. Until he remembered again the night when he was late back from the factory and the fire was low and he was too tired to do his mother’s bidding.
It was his job to steal the coal. He took it from the neighbours’ back yards. From the farm. From wherever he could find it. And when they caught him, and they did many times, they took the brush to him and beat him over the shoulders as he tried to escape with his ill-gotten gains. He knew it was wrong. He told her it was wrong. But his mother said it was their right,
“They got plenty, we got nothing. Stands to reason,” she’d tell him. “It’s either go cold or go get it and I aint going to go cold so get your lazy bones out there.”
He remembered that night and pleading with his mother to leave him alone, let him sleep. “Not tonight Ma. Don’t make me do it tonight,” he’d begged her – just that once.
And now, no matter how hard he tried to forget, the only thing he could remember, as clearly as if it had happened only yesterday, was his mother picking up the hammer and the pain in his head and shoulders and the blackness that came as a blessed relief.
“Not tonight ma,” he’d begged. Then the hammer fell and Jacob learned his lesson.
Since then he hardly remembered his name. But he did what his mother asked. And he never argued. Jacob was a good boy.
But sometimes, there was that something, hidden deep behind his fears, that told him to ignore her calls and run – as hard and as fast and as far as he could. Just to get away from her and the cottage and the babies that came and went. And the thing that haunted his dreams. The thing that he didn’t yet recognize as Evil.
And he would have run, if it wasn’t for the people who laughed at the face that drooped in places theirs didn’t and stared at eyes that never looked at them, only through them. Or pointed at clothes that were even more ragged than theirs. Or threw stones at his back, making him believe that what he had here, in this cottage, with this woman, was better than anything he could ever have beyond.
So he stayed and spent his days trying not to upset her. Staying out of her way. Lying in the grass, counting stars and trying to remember things that wouldn’t leave him in peace.
But for all the things that Jacob had forgotten, he never forgot what he had to do with the bundles his mother sometimes gave to him, wrapped in dirty sacks, heavy like bricks, tied at the top with frayed string.
“Jacob take this bundle down to the canal and don’t you come back until you’re sure it’s gone.”
Sometimes he wondered what was in them and sometimes he thought he knew and he started to say, “No ma. Not now. I’m tired of doing your dirty jobs.” And then he remembered the hammer and the pain and the darkness and he took the bundles and threw them into the canal just like she told him to.
And sometimes he watched the bubbles rise and something deep in his memory made him afraid and he wanted to scream. But only for a moment. Then he turned it off, the thinking and the fear and the remembering and he did exactly what he’d been told to do. Exactly what his mother wanted.
Now he sat outside listening to her calling and wishing he could be somewhere else – anywhere where she wasn’t.
“You know what to do with this,” she told him as she pushed the bundle into his trembling hands.
“What’s this lad? Don’t tell me my big daft boy is afraid of a little bundle. Don’t you let me down now,” she said thrusting her face into his. “Or else. You know you got to be more afraid o’ me than anything else you know.”
Jacob ran with the bundle as hard as he could along the canal to the tunnel that seemed to go on forever. He’d never walked all the way through the tunnel. He could if he wanted to. If he hadn’t been afraid of it. But it grew darker the farther he went in so he would sit, just inside, the deepening darkness of the tunnel on one side of him and the fading light on the other, wondering what would happen if he did keep on walking. Wondering if it would be like before when he fell into the darkness. The darkness that had been warm and peaceful before the light had dragged him back up into a world he no longer understood.
Sometimes he sat, thinking about how many times he’d been here and how many times he’d had to do one of Ma’s little jobs. And sometimes he heard things echoing from inside the tunnel, scratching and squealing – like he never heard anywhere else. And then the gentle drip, drip of the water falling from the ceiling, falling softly, making him think of tears. Hundreds of tears. And his curiosity died as his fear returned and he shuffled along, back towards the end of the tunnel, wishing he had the courage to see what would happen if he just kept walking into the darkness.
Now he stood on the edge of the canal. Right on the edge where its walls were beginning to crumble. He kicked the heels of his boots against the bricks, watching as showers of powder fell onto the water. Not sinking. Floating on top of the slimy green layer. Going nowhere. He stood still and he listened. His mother told him to always listen.
“Make sure there’s no-one about Jacob. You’ll be in a stack of trouble if anyone sees you. They’ll lock you up for good.”
So he stood, the bundle under his arm, listening for the sounds that would have sent him hiding in the bushes. There was nothing but the dripping of the tears and the scratching and the moan of the wind whispering through the tunnel. Grass rustling. A cricket. The low drone of a fly. And in the distance, a dog howling. A crow, calling for his supper. Another answering. A cow protesting, milking overdue.
Then nothing but stillness all around him, until his own breathing became the loudest thing he could hear.
He held the bundle in his hands and remembered what Ma had said. He stretched his arms out, held them over the water, and just before, one split second before he let go, he felt the movement. He felt the bundle move in his hands and he dropped it, shrieking in his terror. It hit the water, falling into the filthy green scum and the powder that went nowhere, spraying them up over his boots, splashing the bottoms of his trousers as slowly, slowly it began to sink.
He stared at the water.
“It moved,” he sobbed.
“It moved,” echoed back at him from deep inside the tunnel. And even deeper inside Jacob’s mind, another memory.
Six tiny pink kittens he’d wanted so badly to keep. But she wouldn’t let him. She made him put them into one of her sacks and then sent him outside to find a brick and stood over him as he put it in with the tiny pink kittens that wriggled with life. She walked with him to the canal, while he carried them, then she watched as he threw them in, laughing as he cried when the bubbles started popping on the surface.
That day he hated her. As the bubbles popped and he imagined each tiny life dying like a candle in the night, he knew he would always hate her.
And today, right now, it was happening again and that distant memory, suddenly crystal clear, was all that filled his mind. The tiny pink wriggling bodies. Warm and noisy and needing him. And then the bubbles. And the water, still and silent.
“No!” he cried again. “No! Them’s moved,” he shouted as his body galvanized into action and he snatched the bundle from the water and held it close against his chest. This was his chance to stop his ma. Save his kittens. This time he wouldn’t do her little job. He wouldn’t.
He felt the cold of the water seep through his clothes and the stink of the canal filled his nostrils as he whispered to the bundle.
“No, you’re mine you are,” he said, squeezing it tightly to his chest. “I’ll look after you. She’ll not get you now, that Ma. You’re mine you are.”
He laid the wet sack on the ground, dropping to his knees beside it. It moved again and he struggled to untie the string. His fingers didn’t work; they were too clumsy. His head was hurting again and his vision blurred as his eyes darted around. To the left. To the right. Behind him. And as he rocked back and forth on his knees, his whole body trembled. But all the time he was watching. Listening. Fearful that his ma would somehow know.
“I’ll take care of you,” he said, imagining the tiny pink bodies huddled together for warmth and comfort. “I’ll look after you. There! There!” he squealed as the knot finally came undone. He tipped up the sack to free the contents and watched as Ellie slid slowly onto the ground.
For long minutes he didn’t understand. He sat back on his haunches and stared as she lay, still, on the ground, not making a move, not making a sound. Jacob couldn’t understand. His recollections were of kittens, not babies and his disappointment gave way to a fear greater than he’d ever known.
“No!” he cried, “No! You’s kittens you are. I never done nothing wrong. I don’t know “bout no babies,” he blubbered. And then he thought about his ma and her little jobs and her warning not to come back until the job was done.
“She’ll kill me again she will,” he sobbed, jumping up off the ground. “That Ma. She’ll kill me again.”
He was running now, his arms over his head, running round and round in circles, around the baby on the ground. He was confused and scared and his first thought was to get as far away as he could, but he didn’t know where to run.
He couldn’t go back to his ma. And he couldn’t leave the baby. But he couldn’t take it with him. And all the time the tiny thing was lying there, wet and cold and he didn’t know what to do.
“I never done hurt nothing in my life I haven’t,” he cried. “And I haven’t done this. That’s that Ma that is.”
The thought of his mother’s anger frightened him even more and he became more and more agitated as he ran in larger and larger circles.
“If she knew I ain’t done for you – if she comes and see’s what I done – she’ll kill me again she will. She’ll kill me again.”
He knew he couldn’t stay there, running and getting nowhere. Not so close to where his ma was. Not so close she might hear him. So he picked the baby up, slipped her inside his jacket and ran. Anywhere – any direction. He didn’t care. He just wanted to run to where his Ma would never find them. Anywhere so she wouldn’t ever find out he hadn’t done his job.
His fears were coming from all directions now. The light was fading. In minutes it would be dark. Jacob didn’t like the dark. And there – in front of him – were the houses. And the people. Jacob didn’t like the people either. And behind him was his mother. And in his arms – a baby.
“She’ll kill me again,” he sobbed as he ran, holding the baby close.
He ran along the canal bank away from the cottage, towards the town, past the terraces of houses. Past the factory. Past the back of the cottage hospital. He ran until he reached the end of everything he’d ever known, where the darkness opened up into total blackness and the fields stretched before him.
He looked around, seeing nothing but the one building that stood alone, its silhouette hideous in the half-light, its menace only too clear to imagine. Westcliffe Hall, workhouse of the Parish of Darley Vale.
Jacob sat on the ground his breath coming in hard and fast bursts. He lifted his jumper to look at the baby and as he watched the still child he felt the fear creep up on him again.
“You sleeping are you?” he said panic beginning to fill his mind. “I ain’t done for you. I ain’t,” he cried, wondering if he’d held her too tightly, squeezing the life out of her, while he’d run. And the thought that he’d hurt her filled him with more terror.
“You ain’t breathing. You ain’t,” he said, jabbing his finger in her side. Ellie didn’t move and he sobbed again, his chest heaving. He jabbed, harder this time.
She jerked in his arms and Jacob almost dropped her in his shock.
“Oh! You not gone then,” he said calmed for the moment. “I’ll look after you,” he said, rubbing his arm across his face, brushing the tears away with the sleeve of his jacket. And for a moment he felt total relief. “I will, I’ll look after you.”
And then the greater worry of how he was supposed to look after a baby dawned on him. Ellie chose that moment to cry. A piercing cry of anguish that split the silence and sent Jacob into shock.
“I didn’t do nothing,” he cried
He knew, somewhere in his broken mind, that Ellie needed more than he could give her. He knew that his ma would come. She’d find them both. And then Jacob didn’t want to think any more and he did the only thing he could.
He took her and her wet and slimy sack and placed her gently on the steps of the workhouse building before he banged on the door and ran, as hard and as fast as he could.
Back to the only place he knew. Back to where he belonged. Back to the woman who, if she ever found out what he’d done, would almost certainly reach, once more, for her hammer.
CHAPTER TEN
Frederick Perry was Master at the parish workhouse. Along with his wife Hannah, he tried, within the confines of his capabilities and his meagre budget, to make the lot of the inmates as bearable as possible. Not an easy task when the rules were set by those whose fortunes had never been tested and who believed that poverty was a self-inflicted malady.
Westcliffe Hall was a three-storey building, its appearance austere, as it was meant to be. It was entered via a covered doorway over which a brass plaque proudly proclaimed ‘Built in 1834 to give relief to the Poor of the Parish of Darley Vale.’
Anyone banging the big brass knocker on that door and reading that notice, had they been able to read, would have been forgiven for hoping that, within its walls, Westcliffe Hall offered salvation. In truth, the only thing it offered – the only thing it could offer – was survival and, very often, not even that.
It had been named after its main benefactor, Lord Westcliffe, whose generosity to those less fortunate had been the public face of his overwhelming wealth.
With the agreement of the most influential members of the parish, he had sited the workhouse on the outskirts of the town, out of sight of those who had no wish to concern themselves with the paupers on a regular basis, confining their interest to contributions that were mostly, compared to their wealth, intermittent and negligible.
But no matter how poor the life outside the workhouse, there was little relief to be gained by moving inside its walls. Though its inmates were clothed and fed, the scanty generosity of those who provided for them was neither welcomed nor respected.
Those whose lives had led them to the doors of Westcliffe Hall were not grateful for its shelter, but humiliated by their own needs. They did not appreciate those whose help they depended on, but despised them. Who could not help but detest a system which gave them so little, yet asked of them so much?
As they stepped through those doors and discarded the clothes of their old life to wear the uniform of the workhouse, the uniform of the shamed, they left their souls behind.
Each worked for his paltry meals. Men, women and children. Young or old. Sick or able. The work was hard, the hours long and the rewards minimal. Families were separated; children taken from their mothers. Misery was their punishment for poverty.
It was against impossible odds that Thomas Perry and his wife tried to relieve the distress of those whose misfortune had brought them to Westcliffe Hall.
They were, in the main, kindly people. But they were limited by their own naivety, believing that the rules were set out for the protection of those unfortunates for whom they were now responsible.
If the rules insisted on segregation of mothers and small children, then so be it. And if the rules said that all men were to work in the oakum sheds, separating the strands of rope until their fingers bled, in exchange for a supper of watery soup and stale bread, then so be it.
And if the rules punished the children for not being able to read, for not being able to write, then Thomas Perry would abide by those rules and carry out those punishments. With regret. With compassion. But with the authority that the Parish had bestowed upon him - and with his own conviction that he was only doing what was best for those whose lives he now commanded.
He was sitting in front of his fire in his office when he heard the banging on the door. It was barely seven o clock. Supper was being served in the big hall and he could hear the low buzz of conversation drifting along the corridor. He had been thinking how orderly his day had been, congratulating himself that, for once, there had been no disruptions.
His long legs were stretched out towards the fire, his boots touching the hearth; his hands were crossed on his stomach.
“All in all, a good day,” he thought. “All in all, not a great deal to write in the record book. A sensible day. Just as it should be. No deaths today. No births. No disobedience. A sensible day all round.”
And then he heard the banging. Not someone banging, reluctantly, as they normally did; tentative little knocks, unsure of what may lie behind the big wooden door. These were demanding, urgent knocks of a kind not often heard at Westcliffe. Someone desperate to gain entrance?
He walked along the corridor. He didn’t rush. He knew whoever was there would wait. If their journey had brought them to Westcliffe Hall, they would be going no further.
He was proud of this corridor and each time he walked down it, he took the time to admire the walls, which he had cleaned every week and the floor, which he had scrubbed every day. And, as his boots echoed along the length of this symbol of his authority, he felt his power. When he opened the door, it would be with his head held high. It would be with style and pride.
“First impressions count my dear,” he was forever telling Hannah. “Those who seek the shelter of these walls must know at once that I am the Master. They must know that my word is the one that matters. Mine and no other.”
So tonight, as his workhouse went about its own business in a suitably organised manner, supper under way in the dining room, his own on his table in front of the blazing fire, he opened the door with some splendour, ready to impress whoever stood at the entrance to Westcliffe Hall.
There was no-one there. No-one standing under the cover of the porch, no-one standing in the long driveway that separated the workhouse from the road. No-one.
“Nothing but my imagination,” he told himself scanning the grounds of the workhouse. “And yet, such a definite knock. Such a demanding knock.”
The night was cold, but clear. The stars were magnificent, the moon a bright orb bobbing in and out of the swaying branches of the giant oak at the end of the path. He relaxed. Allowed his shoulders to slump a little. He could return to his supper and his ale. There was nothing here tonight to disturb a man and his meal. “All in all a sensible day,” he thought.
He was closing the door when he noticed the bundle of rags and he realised, due to much experience of abandoned infants, just what it was. His self-satisfaction shattered. His shoulders tensed and once more he pulled himself up to his full height.
This was as bad as it could be. This was his wife’s department. She wouldn’t be pleased. She’d be in the hall supervising supper and she wouldn’t take kindly to being disturbed. But Frederick Perry didn’t tend to babies. Or children. They were beyond his understanding.
He looked down at the bundle of rags on the doorstep. “Well now. I shouldn’t be surprised. Not surprised at all. Another poor child left for the parish to care for. No father, shouldn’t wonder. Usually the case.”
He called for his wife. “Hannah. There is a child. A baby. On the step under the porch.”
He walked back along the length of the corridor and pushed open the door to his office. This was a nuisance to him, no more. He would do the paper-work. Fill in the book. And leave the rest to his wife.
“Hannah,” he called again. “Did you not hear me? There is a child. A baby,” he told her, as she appeared at the end of the corridor, a pot in one hand and a ladle in the other.
“And you could not bring yourself to pick it up and bring it in?” she screeched.
“That, as you know my dear, is not one of my duties. That is for you to deal with.”
“Along with everything else that has to be done round this place,” she said, stomping towards him, glaring, challenging him. He looked down at her. Her face was red, her hair beginning to come loose from its braid. She was hot. She was tired. She was thirty-eight, and looked much older.
Frederick Perry looked down at his wife. She was tiny. Very short, but large around the middle. So large her apron would barely fasten. Yet once, before the lines had ravaged her face and the black circles under her eyes had stolen their sparkle, he had thought her beautiful.
Now it was hard to believe that once she’d had skin so smooth that just to feel it under his hands had filled him with delight. And eyes so full of love that just one look could burn into his heart. Now, sometimes, he looked at her and felt nothing.
Not that he didn’t still love her. If needing her was loving her. If trusting her to run the workhouse with the precision he demanded was loving her. If, on occasions, when his supper had settled and the fire had warmed him and the ale had made him peaceful, and pensive, he could still slide his fingers down her cheek and remember the softness. If that was loving her - then he did. He still loved her.
Not that Hannah seemed to care. She hated the workhouse. She hated the work, the sadness of the people she could do little to help, the long cold corridors and the way he marched up and down them every day in his arrogance. And the way she did all the work and he reaped all the praise.
And yet, sometimes, when she sat by his side in front of the fire and the warmth and the ale had softened her mood, and he ran his hand down her cheek and smiled. The way he always used to, before she grew old and tired. Then, despite it all, she found that no matter how she tried, she couldn’t hate him. She couldn’t love him. But she didn’t hate him.
But this was here and now and she had no need of even more trouble. Not when she had so much more to do. She banged the pot on the floor, threw the ladle into it and walked towards the door. Her steps were heavy. Her black skirt brushed the floor, the oversize bunch of keys hanging from her belt jangled as her ample hips swayed from side to side. She pulled her shawl tight around her shoulders as she felt the cold from the still open door.
“No more than a week, maybe two,” she said as she tucked Ellie into the crook of her arm. She pushed the door closed and turned the biggest of her keys in the lock. “More bloody trouble than it’s worth. Got to find a crib. Got to find food,” she grumbled as she carried the baby up three flights of stairs to the nursery.
There were fifteen infants in the nursery. Most of them orphans or abandoned. Those who still had mothers were allowed to spend the night with them, at least until they were five. Then they would be housed in the children’s wards and schooled every day, seeing their mothers on Sunday afternoon for one hour. It wasn’t fair. But it was the rule. And in Westcliffe Hall, as in all workhouses, the rules were obeyed. Good or bad, just or unjust.
Hannah dreaded going into the nursery. Like her husband she had a fear of small children, but unlike him, she could not avoid them. She pushed the door open, thankful that Lizzie would be on duty. It was always more peaceful when Lizzie was on duty.
The nursery was a large dormitory, heated by one fire surrounded by a large metal cage. They’d been warned before about the dangers to the older children. Not that the last accident had been their fault. Unfortunate, but as they explained to the Board of Guardians, no blame could be attached to them. “A child is an incomprehensible force.” They’d explained. “Impossible to be aware of their every move when there are so many to take care of.”
But they’d felt bad, such a beautiful child before the accident. So now they took care and made sure that the one fire was well guarded.
“Lizzie,” Hannah called. “Where the hell are you girl? I got another one for you. Lizzie Mostyn, show yourself girl. I got a baby for you. Needs attention I’d have said, pretty quick. It’s cold and it’s most likely hungry. They usually are when they’ve been dumped,” Hannah grumbled.
Lizzie peeped around the door of the storeroom, where they stored linen and bottles and prepared feeds on a wooden workbench, with water that had to be carried up the three flights of stairs.
“Here, Mrs. Perry. I’m here,” she whispered, desperate not to wake the babies she’d managed to settle.
“Then busy yourself with this poor mite,” Hannah told her holding out the baby to Lizzie. “I’m not happy with it I’m sure. Skin seems so thin and look at its eyes. Big and black. Don’t look well I’d have said.”
Lizzie took Ellie in her arms and smiled at the baby. “It’s just most likely cold and hungry. Its clothes are wet too. I’ll see to it, don’t you worry.”
“Worry! Me, worry? About a baby nobody wants. No girl. You got it wrong. I’m not worried. I got too much to do to worry about babies,” Hannah said, smoothing her aprons and straightening her cap. “Much too much. Just you see that you take care of it,” she added as she headed for the door. “And when we know what it is, boy or girl, healthy or not, no doubt Mr. Perry will wish you to inform him, and he will take great delight in filling in his report book. Maybe – if I’ve got the time – I’ll look in on it in the morning,” she added, knowing that for all her blustering she would want to know that the baby had at least survived the night.
Like Bertha Mason, she kept her heart hard. But unlike Bertha, it was for the best of reasons.
“Well now,” Lizzie said as Hannah left, “welcome to your home. Some call it hell, and I suppose it is, but I shall do all I can to make you comfortable, though I am sorely afraid that that will be very little.”
She laid Ellie on the crib closest to the fire. “I’ll find you some milk and dry clothes, and then we’ll get to know each other,” she said, hoping that the others would sleep while she got at least one feed into this baby’s stomach.
Ellie lay in the crib, her tiny wrinkled hands balled into fists. She’d had little food since Patrick had loaded her on the handcart. Bertha had fed her once with a mixture of water and flour, but it had been hours since anything had crossed her parched lips and though the pains of hunger were too severe for an infant to withstand, she was now too weak to cry out.
She had cried. When she was being thrown about on the handcart as it bounced over the cobbles, she’d cried then. And when Bertha had wrapped her so tightly she couldn’t move, then she’d tried to cry. But by then the laudanum had begun to work and her cries were no more than pitiable moans.
Then, when Jacob had poked her, so hard, she had felt it even though her body had almost given up, she had cried. A yell of protest. A final scream against the world that had, in just two short weeks, loved her, abused her and then abandoned her to the ministrations of the Guardians of the Workhouse.
“My, you are a pretty one,” Lizzie said as she pulled the wet sack off her. “You are going to be a beauty when…” she stopped then, because she had been going to say, ‘when you grow up’ and she knew better than anyone that the chances of that happening were slim.
“Did your mother not want you darlin”? How could anyone not want you?”
And then she noticed Ellie’s foot. Her left foot was twisted. And it had no toes. It ended where her toes should have begun. Lizzie sighed. “That’ll be your undoing little one. Nobody wants cripples, even when they’re as beautiful as you.”
She finished dressing and feeding her and laid her down next to the other babies. Her heart was heavy, as it was every day, when thought of what lay in store for them.
For those who survived, it would be the workhouse until they were old enough to be apprenticed to a factory boss or farmer, or tradesman. Some of them would be well cared for. Others would be worked until they dropped, with no way out. Those who didn’t survive, well sometimes Lizzie thought they were the lucky ones.
She watched as Ellie lay, sleeping peacefully, thanks to the warmth and nourishment provided by the nursery fire, and the traces of laudanum, provided by Bertha Mason that still lingered in her body.
This baby, Lizzie knew, if she lived, would have a harder time than most.
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Lizzie sat in the rocking chair by the fire. The workhouse was quiet, all but for the few shrieks of manic laughter that came from the tramps’ yard.
The vagrants were allowed to come and go as they pleased, though she couldn’t understand the reason why. The older women said it was because they’d given up on life, if they ever had a life, and were beyond the help of even the Guardians of the Workhouse. They had no future. Most couldn’t even remember their past.
Lizzie couldn’t imagine it. To be so humbled by life that they had forgotten who they were. Where they came from.
She’d never forget her mother or her father. And she’d never forget Thomas or the day they came to Westcliffe Hall. Even after two years of living within its walls, she had never forgotten the hopelessness she felt as she stood in the entrance hall, gripping Thomas’s, hand, absorbing his fear, making her own almost bearable.
Aunt Mabel had held his arm and dragged him along the path as they approached the Hall.
“Come on lad,” she told him. “I’ve got work to go to. You know I’d take you in if I could. You know it. Your poor dear mother wanted me to. But ‘tis impossible and that’s all there is to it. Impossible.”
“Ma wanted us to stay with you,” he protested. “You promised her you’d take care of us.”
Mabel had jerked his arm even harder. “‘Tis easy to promise the dying lad. But keeping that promise ain’t so easy.”
Lizzie, running to keep up with them, pleaded with him. “Stop Thomas. Can’t you see she don’t want us. We ain’t got nobody now. No use for us to complain. We got to do what Ma said and look after each other.”
“Listen to your sister. She’s talking sense. I ain’t got room for another two kids and I ain’t got money to be feeding another two mouths. I ain’t got a choice.”
“But I can work,” he protested. “I can work good.”
“Good God lad can’t you give it a rest! You’ll be better off in here than in the factory. Believe me; I’m doing you and your sister a kindness. Anyways, I can’t take you. No matter what your mother wanted. I just can’t.”
“Uncle Albert doesn’t want us there,” Lizzie told Thomas. “It’s not Aunt Mabel. It’s him. He doesn’t want us.”
“Well child. You ain’t wrong. And one day you’ll know. When your man tells you to do something, you do it. And he’s told me to bring you two here. ‘taint my fault.”
And then, despite their pleadings and their protests, they were at the door, Aunt Mabel, still gripping Thomas with one hand, knocking on the big brass knocker, over and over again, with the other.
Lizzie remembered that day well. She remembered waiting for the groan of the door as it opened and being surprised at the smoothness and silence as it opened up into the huge blackness that lay beyond.
She saw Thomas wriggle again in Mabel’s grasp, but Mabel was ready. She had boys. She knew what to expect. She held onto his arm even tighter as she pulled him through the door.
They stood in a small square hall, one corridor stretching to the left, another to the right. As far as she could see were cold, stone-floored corridors and brick walls, painted a muddy green at the bottom and a dirty cream at the top. There was a flight of wooden stairs in front of them, going on and on until the top steps disappeared into more darkness.
Thomas reached for Lizzie’s hand. She held it tight as Frederick Perry stood, his back straight, his shoulders squared, making sure his first impression did in fact, count.
“Mostyn. Boy and a girl. You’re expected,” he said as Aunt Mabel backed out of the hallway and slipped through the door.
Thomas looked around. “She’s gone,” he whispered. “Aunt Mabel’s gone.” And for the first time in her life, Lizzie realised what it was to be discarded.
“It’s just us now,” Thomas said squeezing her hand even tighter and Lizzie saw the dread in his face and fought to keep her own panic under control.
She looked up at Frederick Perry. Should she speak? Should she say “Good morning Sir”? Should she introduce herself and Thomas? Should she wait until she was spoken to? What was a nine year old supposed to do?
Frederick Perry said nothing. But he saw the way that Lizzie held onto Thomas’s hand and he watched as she pulled him behind her, shielding him, protecting him from that that they didn’t yet know. And before he could start to feel anything for these two needy souls, standing in front of him hoping that he was the answer to their problems, he turned away, and shouted for his wife.
“Mostyn, boy and a girl. They’re expected,” Hannah said as she came out of the office. “I’ll take them Mr. Perry.”
Lizzie watched Hannah as she walked towards them keys jangling, short, thick fingers closed around the pile of clothes in her arms. For them? Were they now to wear the uniform of the workhouse?
She looked into Hannah’s eyes, hoping to see compassion. She saw the eyes of someone who had grown weary of looking down at tiny, white, pathetic little faces, needing things she couldn’t give them.
Lizzie turned back to Thomas and saw her own fear mirrored in his eyes. She knew that he was fighting the urge to cry and she knew that was going to be the hardest thing that he’d ever had to do. She watched as he screwed his eyes tightly, trying to stop the tears that threatened.
But Pa had taught him well. “Babies cry. You cut your finger, you don’t cry. You hurt your leg, you don’t cry. Get up Thomas. Get up and be a man.”
She watched as just one small teardrop escaped and she took his face in her hands and kissed his cheek. Kissed the tear away. Kissed his fear away. As long as they were together, they could survive anything.
So they clung together, trusting that whoever had been burdened with their care, would understand their grief, their need to be able to comfort each other. They would know the heartache of children who had just become orphaned, and they would treat them kindly.
Then their trust began to falter as they were separated and taken along different corridors, still believing that later, after their bath, after their change of clothes, after they had been shown where their beds were and what would be expected of them, they would meet again and spend at least a little time together.
But they knew nothing about workhouse life. In Westcliffe, they would not be together. As in every other workhouse, it was deemed irresponsible to allow families to stay together. Men and women, children, boys and girls, all were separated.
Children were allowed to visit with their mothers for one hour on Sunday afternoon. And then, after the sixty minutes was over, the workhouse would echo with the cries of the children as they were once more torn away from their mothers’ arms, separated until the next sixty golden minutes, seven long days away.
For as long as she remained at the workhouse, Lizzie would eat in the women’s halls, sleep in the women’s dormitories and exercise in the women’s yards. She would sit at a desk in the girls’ schoolroom and, if she was lucky, she would see Thomas in passing. A lucky glance. Just enough to know that he was still alive. Just enough to make her heart ache again with the longing to be with him.
Once, not long after they arrived at Westcliffe, she asked Matron why they were being punished. What had they done but lost their mother and father? But Matron didn’t answer. There was no answer she could give that would be understood by a child. Lizzie was only nine. What could she know of the world, or of the rules of the Boards of Guardians? What could a nine year old know of life or death, or love?
CHAPTER TWELVE
Thomas had thought his first night in Westcliffe would be the hardest. And yet it was the easiest. He had thought that sleep would never come. And yet it came easily. He had been so exhausted when he lay his head on his mattress, that he gave no thought to his mother or father or Lizzie. But in his dreams, Lizzie lay with him and held him close and told him that Ma and Pa would come for them, and she would never leave him.
And then, it was morning and the simple dreams that carried him through the night disappeared and he awoke to see that he was alone and he remembered his loss over and over again.
He wiped the tears away quickly, before anyone could see. Thomas was six. Too old for crying. He remembered what his father told him.
It was almost light and he could just make out the beds that were lined up each side of the dormitory. There were twelve on each wall, with a narrow walkway down the centre. Each bed had at least two boys, some had three. The walls were grey, the wooden floor was uncovered and the one large window had no blinds. Through the clear glass, Thomas could see stars still clinging to the lightening sky and the moon, fading in the face of daylight.
He lay for a while, listening as the others gradually started to wake. He had expected noise. Jostling and laughing. Like it was with Lizzie. But it was almost silent. There was little here to talk about that hadn’t been said before. He sat on the mattress he shared with a boy whose legs were so thin, Thomas could see the bones.
“Breakfast,” his bed mate told him. “If you’re not up and ready, you’ll get none. I’m Albert by the way. Call me Bert if you want to, everybody does.”
“Nah. Most of us call him bandy – on account of his legs being like they are,” a scrawny looking boy on the opposite bed said.
“Rickets,” Bert said. “When I were younger. Rickets me mam said. Made me legs bowed something rotten.”
“I’m Thomas. I’m – well - I suppose I’m pleased to meet you,” he said politely, the teachings of his mother not yet wiped out by the teachings of the workhouse.
“Hey, don’t talk like that if you wants to stay “ealthy. They don’t like boys wiv manners in ‘ere. Nurse will o’ course, but the lads - they won’t. They don’t like nobody had a better life than they ‘ave.”
“I have no ma and pa. My sister is in here somewhere and I’ve no idea where. And I don’t think I’ve had a better life than anyone.”
“Then you aint no different than the rest of us. None of us ‘ere ‘ave seen hide nor hair of our folks for months. Mine could be dead for all I know. And I wouldn’t care one way nor t’other. And that is the solemn truth young – I shall not call you Thomas. I shall call you Tom.”
“I would prefer Thomas, if you don’t mind.”
“You would eh? Then Thomas it shall be. And I can’t wait ‘till they try and take you down a peg or two.”
They wriggled into their clothes and lined up by the door, waiting for nurse to take them down to the hall for breakfast. But though he was hungry, Thomas couldn’t face the thin gruel or the dry lump of bread. He looked around for Lizzie, thinking that he would surely see her at mealtimes. But all he saw was row after row of boys and men. Not a single woman in sight, other than those who shuffled from table to table serving the paltry rations.
“Give us your bread then if you aint gonna eat it,” they said, those whose hunger had grown greater day after day, week after week, until they cared little for taste or texture, but were just grateful to have something to put into their stomachs.
“You can have it and with pleasure,” Thomas had said for the first few days, until his hunger stopped him from sleeping. Then he too relished the tasteless meals that were, at least, regular.
Every morning at breakfast, every lunch and every suppertime, he looked for Lizzie. In the two years he had been there, he’d never stopped looking. Sometimes he caught a glimpse of her and her face had broken into the smile that he was afraid he’d forgotten. Then his days were brighter, until he began to forget again. And then he longed for the one day a year he knew they would be together. Christmas day. Their only day.
“My sister is here,” he told Matron once. It was during bathing as he stood, cold and shivering in the washroom while she inspected his hair and ears. “When will I be able to see her again?”
“When you leave,” she told him. “Whenever your parents can take you away from here.”
“They’re dead,” he said.
“Then, I don’t know. Maybe never, so don’t be fretting. Forget her and get on with your jobs. Do your schooling and learn well and you’ll get yourself into a good apprentice position.”
“No,” he said. “I’ll not forget her. Nor my ma, nor my pa. I’ll not forget them no matter how much you tell me to.”
“Then you will have a very unhappy time.”
“Until I get out of here. And when I do get out of here, I shall take my sister. Ma said we were to stay together. To always look after each other.”
She gripped his shoulders and turned him to face her. She was a mother, several times over, and she’d seen children come and go and in the main she’d done her best. But her heart had become accustomed to their troubles and she’d learned, despite it all to sleep well at night. It hadn’t always been that way and now as she looked down into this face, defiant, still full of a childhood that had not yet lost all its purity, once more she felt her inadequacy.
But more than that, she felt the inadequacy of a system that made the torment of children, who were already suffering, even greater. A system to punish the innocents. She grew angry and because there was no Guardian of the Poor, no Officer of the Workhouse in front of her to give vent to her anger, she squeezed his shoulders harder.
“You must forget them,” she insisted. “Your mother, your father, your sister, they’re in your past. You forget them. You understand?” she said shaking him until he started to yell.
“Yes. Yes. I do. I understand,” he told her.
And then because she had not yet fully lost all humanity, she pulled his naked body to her and held him close.
“Forget them,” she whispered into his ear. “For your own sake, start your life again from this day.”
He felt the comfort of her and the coarseness of her clothes and the warm smell of her body and for a moment it was a pleasure to feel someone’s arms around him. He felt her breath in his hair and in that instant he closed his eyes and tried to imagine her face in place of his mother’s. But he couldn’t. While it was Matron who held him tight, it was his mother who filled his mind and his heart and he knew no matter how hard he tried, he would never forget her.
He pulled away from Matron and looked into her face.
“I won’t,” he said, “I won’t forget them. I won’t forget my ma and pa, and one day I will be with my sister. I will”
“Get dressed,” she said sadly, dropping her arms. “Get dressed and go back to your hall.”
Thomas had picked up his weekly change of clothes; the rough weaved trousers and coarse shirt that rubbed and the waistcoat that pinched under his arms, and the cap that was so big it slid down over his ears, covering his eyes, so that, sometimes, when he walked along the corridors he hated so much, he could pretend that he was somewhere else.
“I’m almost seven,” he called back to Matron as he left the washroom. “And I am nearly a man. One day, you’ll see. One day.”
Matron watched as he left, his clothes still draped over his arm, his body red and glistening from the scrubbing.
“He’s not even dried ‘isself. Thinks he can look after ‘isself and there he goes, walking through these corridors with his clothes over his arm. It’ll be a hard passage for that one. No doubt at all.”
She hadn’t been wrong.
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Joseph Skinner rarely visited Westcliffe Hall. Since he’d been appointed to the Committee, he had visited the Master’s office only three times. It was on the last of these visits that he met Thomas.
His mood was dark. Margaret had been irrational. Unreasonable. It was an absurd notion that he would ever have that child in his house. So she had begged, argued, demanded. Driven him to the point of distraction. Her collapse had been a relief and his life had become a little easier now that his wife lay in her bed, sedated, thanks to Dr. Johns. It had made the removal of the child so much easier. But it had been more than a week and even he accepted that he could not allow her to sleep forever, though that thought had crossed his mind many times during the last few days.
And it was not just his wife, Sarah was becoming almost as much of a problem as Margaret. He was under no illusion as to where her loyalties lay and it wasn’t with him. She had always been guarded with him, but now she made no attempt to hide her dislike. He shouldn’t allow it to continue. He should dismiss her; she was nothing but a servant. And yet, something in the way she looked at him concerned him. Joseph Skinner had not achieved the degree of success he enjoyed by being insensitive to that which could cause him harm. He could read a situation. Judge his opponents’ weaknesses. Sense their strengths. And Sarah made him nervous. He didn’t know what she knew, or thought she knew, but, for now, he would keep her close. At least that way he would have some control over her actions.
It was with these thoughts tumbling through his mind that Joseph Skinner stepped out of Frederick Perry’s office.
It was Thomas’s misfortune to be running down the corridor towards the Master’s room, his cap well down over his eyes, his mind far from Westcliffe Hall. In the time that he had been in the workhouse he had settled as best he could. He had endeared himself to Frederick Perry and learned how to charm Hannah. He had taught himself the language of the dormitories and he had adapted to the unfeeling world of those boys – and men – whose souls had been calloused by the labours of their lives.
He still missed his ma. Still looked for Lizzie. Never forgot how his father had taught him to be a man. Still knew that the day would come when he and Lizzie would walk through the doors of Westcliffe Hall to a better life. A prouder life.
But every inmate could, and did, tell Thomas that dreams were just that. Life would be no kinder to him than it had been to any of the other two hundred and seventy needy people who existed within the walls of the workhouse.
And Life, to prove the point, had him running the length of that cold stone corridor, his eyes focused inward to his happy world, at the very moment that Joseph Skinner chose to leave the Master’s Office.
Thomas, intent on not stepping on or tripping over the bent backs of the women scrubbing away at the stone floor, kept his eyes to the ground and, looking underneath his cap, managed to miss every one. He was so intent on missing them, so intent on avoiding the repercussions of his clumsiness, that he ran full speed into the stomach of Joseph Skinner.
The collision sent Thomas flying and caused Joseph to double in pain. Thomas scrambled to his feet, knowing that now he was in more trouble than he had ever seen. He glared at the man who was bent double in front of him and then looked past him to the big wooden entrance door.
He jumped back up to his feet, snatched his cap from the floor where it lay, put his head down and prepared to make another run for it.
Joseph was quicker. He snaked his arm around Thomas’s neck, pulling him, choking and spluttering, back towards Frederick Perry’s office.
“Now then,” Joseph said. “Think you can run around without a thought for anyone eh? Well we shall see what the Master has to say about this. Stop wriggling lad or it’ll be all the worse for you.”
He half-dragged and half-carried Thomas back into the office, pushed the door open without bothering to knock and deposited the still wriggling boy on the floor.”
“Explain this Mr. Perry. Your discipline is worthless. How can you allow boys to run wild along these corridors?”
“Well, Mr. Skinner,” he stammered, ‘this is Thomas. He’s normally little trouble. He’s been with us for a while now and never a spot of bother at all. I don’t know what’s possessed him today.”
“I’ll have the boy,” Joseph said. “He’ll do well in the factory.”
“He’s barely eight,” said the Master. “He’s surely too young yet for…”
“It seems that you are becoming lax, allowing the likes of this to do as it pleases.”
“I wasn’t…” Thomas started to say, before the unexpected blow sent him reeling.
Thomas Perry hung his head. He was silent. He had no time for clemency with these children. They were here and that was that. He was responsible for their education, their discipline and their upbringing, until such time that they left with family, or were apprenticed to the factory owners and farmers. But he wasn’t cruel either, though his methods of keeping control could be questioned at times, he tried, as far as he knew how, to be fair. Joseph Skinner was another matter and Frederick Perry didn’t want to give the boy over to what he knew would be nothing but a desperate fight for survival. And yet he had no choice. He knew that Joseph Skinner would have his way. He always did.
But Thomas was different. Frederick Perry liked Thomas, admired his spirit. He could easily believe that the boy would make something of his life. Not the grand life he dreamed of, but something better than the never ending circle of poverty that was the prospect for every workhouse inmate.
He had no wish to challenge Joseph Skinner. No wish at all. And yet, he had to at least try to speak out for Thomas.
“The boy is doing well in the classroom. He is – usually – polite and helpful.”
“He is in need of discipline. A little work will do him good.”
“He has shown promise… he is helpful …”
“He is coming with me.”
“There is nothing I can do to change your mind?”
“Nothing,” Joseph said.
The Master looked at Thomas, who was still rubbing the back of his head. “Thomas,” he said, shaking his head, “you must do as you are told or it will be bad for you.”
“The boy will come to no harm with me. He needs control, that’s all. Once he’s learned his lesson, he will fare well,” said Joseph. “Now, Thomas, is that what they call you?”
Thomas kept his head down. He wouldn’t answer this man. He wouldn’t do as they told him. He hated the workhouse, but Lizzie was there and he didn’t want to leave Lizzie. Even though they saw each other rarely, at least he felt close to her there. He wasn’t about to go easily.
He refused to answer, and he expected the next blow, which sent him spinning against the wall.
“You will answer when I speak to you,” Joseph said, “I won’t be ignored.”
The Master helped Thomas up of the floor. “I must protest…”
“I asked you a question boy,” Joseph said.
Thomas looked up at him, and smiled. He watched the man’s face turn from smugness to anger.
“Thomas,” said the Master, who, unlike Thomas, knew exactly what was going through Joseph Skinner’s mind, “answer when you are spoken to.”
“I’m called Thomas, Sir,” he said, “and I am almost eight years old. My mother and father are dead and I haven’t seen my sister for months. I have tried to learn my lessons. I can read and I can write. And I know the difference between good and bad.”
“Excellent,” said Joseph. “Then you will know how to conduct yourself. You will come to no harm if you do as you are bid.”
Thomas turned to the master, “I have hated being here, but now I see that there is worse than a life inside these walls. I will try to do as you ask, but, I think that I shall find it difficult.”
“Well, we shall see how insolent you are when you have worked for me for a few days,” Joseph said, grabbing the back of Thomas’s shirt and pulling him out of the office.
“Fill in the necessary forms Mr. Perry. I’ll sign them on my next visit.”
Frederick Perry stood under the portal of the door and watched as Thomas was dragged down the path.
“He’d be better off with his mother and father,” he thought. “Least that way his suffering would be over. Now he’s about to find out what real evil is.”
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Sarah put more coal on the fire, watching as it burst into life throwing fingers of light across the ceiling, forcing shadows back into corners. For a little while, the room seemed less depressing, the shadows a little less dense, the mood a little less grim.
She sat, in the light of the fire, her needlepoint lying neglected on her lap, thoughts of Maggie and Rose and Ellie tumbling through her mind. When the flames died and the shadows started to creep back into the room, she turned her attention to Maggie sleeping, growing increasingly weaker. Slipping further and further away from them.
“It’s the sleeping draft,” Sarah told Charlotte. “Dr. Johns says she’s to sleep as much as she can. But that won’t help. When she does wake and finds out what he’s done, it’s going to be worse than ever.”
It had been a week since the funeral and Maggie’s collapse. They’d carried her home, laid her in her bed and she’d been there ever since. Barely moving. Eating nothing. Drinking only the drops of liquid Sarah forced through her lips.
“She’s very ill,” Dr. Johns told them. “She’s had a total collapse. The shock, you see. Sleeping draft, morning and night. Keep her sedated. Her mind needs time to heal.”
On the seventh morning, Sarah stopped giving her the morning draught. It was against Dr. John’s orders and she knew Joseph Skinner would be furious. But she knew what was best for Maggie – and sleeping herself into her own grave, wasn’t it.
“Well,” said Charlotte, “‘she’s already slept the best part of a week away. A week with that poor baby…”
“Hush, Charlotte. Keep your voice down,” Sarah said taking her arm and leading her out onto the landing. “She may be asleep, but she’ll likely hear you well enough if you speak of the child.”
“I’m just saying, that’s all, if she’d not been fastened in this bed, then what would have happened? Would she have let her go? I don’t think so…”
“Don’t you think that’s just what the Master was thinking? Don’t you think that’s why Dr. Johns has been in every day, telling me to dose her night and morning with his mixture. Well, no more Charlotte. It’s poisoning her I swear and I won’t have any part in it. She needs to wake to face what lies before her. It won’t go away, no matter how long she sleeps. Strikes me the Master is making good while he can. Little Ellie will be on her way to Ireland now – and he knows it. There’ll be a price to be paid for this. God only knows what it’ll do to her.”
“Shh,” Charlotte said turning back to the door. “Did you hear that?”
“I think so,” Sarah said, pushing the door open, Charlotte peering over her shoulder.
“Oh! Madam, it’s good to see you awake. But don’t you try sitting up yet,” she said, gently pushing Maggie’s shoulders back onto her pillows. “You’re very weak. You had a shock and…”
“How long have I been here, in this room?”
“Since the funeral,” Sarah said. “Almost a week. But you lie back now. Dr. Johns said you were to rest.”
“Since the funeral,” Maggie repeated slowly, gradually recalling the afternoon and the solemn walk down the hill – and then the churchyard. And her husband and Patrick, together.
“Ellie. Fetch Ellie for me Sarah.”
Sarah turned to look at Charlotte. Charlotte shrugged her shoulders. She’d lit the lamps and put more coal on the fire, and now she was pleased that there was nothing left for her to do.
“She’d got to find out sometime,” she said, leaving the room, not wanting to be part of Maggie’s distress.
“Fetch my granddaughter,” Maggie repeated. “Now Sarah. I need to see her.”
“I’ll fetch the Master,” Sarah told her, her face betraying the truth she had been told to hide.
“I want to see Ellie first. Please,” Maggie begged, “I want my granddaughter.”
“Now then, you’re not to get yourself worked up. We’ve been worried about you. We all have. But the doctor says you have to rest and…”
“Then I shall get her myself,” Maggie said, pushing the covers back.”
“No. No, wait. I’ll go. I’ll go right now,” Sarah promised.
Maggie let her head drop back to her pillow, shocked by how exhausted she felt. She wanted to close her eyes and slip back into emptiness, but the picture of Joseph and Patrick kept playing in her mind and the terrible dread she had felt at the churchyard came back to torment her. Until she had Ellie in her arms, she would never be able to rest.
She heard the footsteps on the stairs and steeled herself for the news her heart knew she must hear.
Joseph came slowly into the room. He stood for a moment, just inside the room, his back to the door, Sarah standing beside him, reaching no higher than his shoulders.
Sarah looked up at him. She wanted to stand between them. To protect Maggie from the man she knew had already caused her so much harm and was now about to deliver the cruellest blow yet.
“Go downstairs Sarah. You’re not needed now,” he said, pushing the door closed as she left.
“Joseph, where is...”
“Dr. Johns said you were to have no excitement. That is why he left you sleeping drafts, which I see you have not been taking. You are to rest. You’ve had a terrible ordeal, we all understand that.”
He saw the pallor of her skin and the darkness under her eyes. He saw the anxiety etched on her face and he chose to ignore it all.
“Where is my granddaughter, Joseph?” she demanded keeping her voice stronger than she felt. “I want to see Ellie. After I have seen her, then I will rest.”
Joseph was silent for a moment. A calculated silence that Maggie had grown accustomed to. It was for effect. To let her know of his annoyance. It was a ploy he had used for years and now it meant nothing. Even lying in her bed, her body weakened, her mind in confusion, she knew that she must not allow him to intimidate her. There had been too much of that over the years and it had led to all this. To Rose’s death. To Ellie – and the truth she had yet to hear from his lips.
Once she couldn’t have held his gaze, now she couldn’t take her eyes from his.
“Where is Ellie?” she repeated, her voice stronger this time, her resolve strengthening as her dread began to grow.
He flicked the back of his jacket and sat on the edge of the chair, his eyes still not leaving hers. “With her father – where she belongs,” he said bluntly, challenging her to respond.
“I knew,” Maggie said. “I knew as soon as I saw you with him.”
“Then you will also know that it is for the best.”
“I know nothing of the sort. I only know that you have taken advantage of my weakness,” she said softly.
“I’m sorry Margaret, but I told you that I would not have that child in my house. I warned you.”
“It was a convenience for you that I was taken ill. You used my distress to carry out your own selfish wishes. What would you have done had I been well enough to stop you?”
“You wouldn’t have stopped me,” he said. “Of that you can be sure.”
“But you knew how I felt. How I had promised Rose.”
“And you knew how I felt. Rose is dead. The promises that you may have made to her – in a state of anguish – are unreasonable and no-one would expect you to keep them. Rose is no longer with us, but we have a life to live and I will not have it disrupted by her illegitimate child. And when you are feeling well, you will see that I am right.”
“Did you ever care for me Joseph? Or for Rose? You say that you wished her no harm, and yet you did nothing to help her when you could. You turned her away when she needed us most. And now you have sent away her daughter. Am I to believe that you really are so cruel?”
“The child is with her father where she belongs. She will come to no harm. She is the responsibility of others and they must accept that responsibility. And how can you possibly say that I did not care for Rose? Of course I cared for her. Until she disappointed me, I cared for her greatly.”
“Then why are you being so callous?”
“I am being practical. The child belongs with its father,” he said, rising from the chair and standing, his back to the fire.
“Even if her father is Patrick O” Neill?”
“It is of no further concern to me – and shouldn’t be to you.”
“Have I dissatisfied you so much that you would vent your anger on a child to spite me?” she said wearily.
“Margaret, the deed has been done. Patrick O’ Neill has left for Ireland. We shall talk no more of this.”
“What have I done that has been so wrong? Has your life with me been so unbearable that you can’t now find a place in it for a child who is our blood?”
Joseph crossed the room in three strides, placed his hands on the bed, one each side of Maggie, and leaned towards her.
“Since you insist on continuing this discussion, I will say this: I cared for Rose in the best way I knew how. And, you know that to be true. I have not mentioned this since the day we were married, and I hesitate to bring it up now. I swore to take care of Rose, as if she were my own child. And we both know that she was not. I have already provided for one child that was not my own and I will not do so again.”
“How can you say that, now after all these years?”
“Because I think you owe me a little loyalty. I did after all take your daughter as my own.”
“My husband was dead,” she said, the memory, after so many years, still painful and his reference to it unexpected. “You promised to take my unborn child when you asked to marry me and I trusted you. So did my father. He trusted you enough to take you to his heart as if you were his own son. And you did not provide for us, my father’s factory did that. We still live in the house that he built for my mother. The factory that provides our livelihood was his. My father is still providing for us, even now. He would be saddened to think that the man he thought so much of could let us down so badly.”
“I have not let you down. Only Rose did that. Now it is time that you began to come to terms with your loss.”
“You feel no compassion?
“I feel only disappointment and an eagerness to continue with my life.”
Maggie sat up, bringing her face closer to his. “I beg you Joseph, you can find Patrick O” Neill and Ellie. Bring her home. Please. It’s the last thing that I will ever ask of you. But I need my granddaughter, surely you can see that.”
“I can see that you are still weak and still too ill to even consider having anyone’s child in the house,” he told her, raising himself off the bed and crossing to the door. “You need to rest and I need to return to the factory. Sarah will see to your wants I’m sure.”
“You will not listen…”
“I have listened until I am sick of listening. You are aware of my decision. I cannot have made myself any clearer,” he said opening the door, finding Sarah waiting outside.
“Ah Sarah, I thought that you wouldn’t be far away, despite my telling you to wait downstairs. No matter now,” he told her. “I trust that you heard what you wanted to.”
“No, Sir. I’m sorry. I wasn’t listening. I was just waiting…”
“As it happens,” he said, holding up his hand to silence her. “I hope that you did hear and that you do understand. And I hope that you realise that I will not have this matter mentioned again either inside this house, or outside. Is that clear?”
“Sir,” she said, trying to ease past him. “I would not have mentioned it outside these walls anyway. I have been with Mrs. Skinner for long enough now. She knows she can trust me.”
“It is I who need to trust you, not your mistress.”
“I am aware of that Sir,” she said, bowing her head.
“Good. Then remember it – and remember that you are no more than a servant in this house. My wife may think what she likes, but if you disregard my wishes in this, or any other matter, you may well find yourself without a position.”
She watched as he walked down the stairs, picking up his hat and cane in the hall. “I shall be out for the rest of the evening,” he called up to her. “I trust that you will take care of my wife while I am gone.”
The man grows more arrogant every day, Sarah thought. I hope and pray that I’ll still be around to watch his fall. It will come. I have never been so sure of anything in my life.
Maggie heard the exchange between her husband and Sarah and she heard Joseph leave. She rested her head again on her pillow and closed her eyes. She lay still as Sarah fussed with her covers and she stayed quiet as she put more coal on the fire. And even when Sarah sat on the chair next to her, and Maggie could feel her watching while she feigned sleep, she didn’t move.
The strength that she thought she had found, was gone. Now there was just an overwhelming weariness and a need to slip back into a dreamless sleep and never wake up. She lay patiently, allowing her mind to drift across the last few days, until Sarah lifted her head and allowed her to sip from the glass which promised her peace.
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
“She just lies there Sir,” Sarah said “She lies there staring at nothing all day. She won’t eat her food, no matter how I try and coax her – no matter what I cook for her - she won’t eat. She just lies there for all the world as if she’s given up wanting to live.”
“She has recently lost a daughter I believe?” Dr. Taylor asked.
“Yes Sir. Almost a month ago now.”
“And it is since then that this malaise has taken her?”
“Yes.”
“Then it is perfectly understandable.”
“That’s what Dr. Johns said Sir. And he said she needed to rest and gave her medication. But…well it’s not my place I know…”
“But what Sarah? Whatever you tell me can only help. What you have to say may be important for her recovery.”
Sarah hesitated. It had seemed so easy a short while ago. All she had to do was send Charlotte for Doctor Taylor and tell him what she feared. Dr. Johns would never need to know, nor would Joseph Skinner. Now she stood in the hall trying to justify her actions, knowing that Dr. Johns would find out. And so would Joseph Skinner. And when he did – she didn’t want to think about the consequences.
But Maggie was ill and the medication that Dr. Johns insist she take day after day had done nothing more than plunge her into a living death. Now Dr. Taylor was here and they had a chance, a slim chance, to put things right.
“Well sir, the Master, he’s away,” she explained. “Gone to London on business and won’t be back for a few days. He left me to see to her. ‘Be sure to give her the medication; keep her calm,’ he told me. But I stopped as soon as he’d gone. It was making her sleep all the time. All day and all night, never a word from her. Never a movement. It was as if she was already gone. I’ve been with Mrs. Skinner now since she was no more than a baby and it tears at my heart to see her like this. It isn’t sleep she needs, it’s facing her grief, coming to terms with her loss, that’s what she needs. So I stopped giving her the pills, thinking we could – well maybe work through it together while the master was out of the way. But she doesn’t seem to want to grieve. She won’t talk to me, won’t get out of that bed. She lies there all the time - staring.”
“That may be her way of facing it Sarah. People deal with grief in different ways.”
“No Sir, begging your pardon, but I think it’s the anger, eating her up like. Grieving – that’s one thing. I know about grieving. I’ve seen enough of it in my time, but it’s the anger that does this to a soul. A little while ago, she - she collapsed at the funeral and Dr. Johns ordered complete rest. Sleeping draughts, morning and evening. I stopped the morning draft and she began to wake. But then – well – she had another shock. Too much for her to bear and Dr. Johns said, sleep is all she needs. Sleep, sleep and more sleep. But it’s wrong. It’s got to be. It’s weeks now. Weeks since she took to that room. How is she ever going to deal with the pain and the anger if she doesn’t face it?”
“Sometimes grief manifests itself in anger,” Dr. Taylor told her.
“No Sir. It’s more than that.”
“What do you think she’s angry about?”
“Well I – I really wouldn’t like to say –I really think I’ve said too much already. There are things gone on in this house. Private things.”
“You want to help your Mistress, I’m sure,” he said gently.
“I do sir, of course I do. But, well, the Master wouldn’t want me talking like this and if he knew I’d stopped giving her the medicine…and then fetched you in instead of Dr. Johns…and when Dr. Johns knows...”
“Sarah, Sarah, slow down,” he said taking her by the shoulders and leading her into the drawing room. “If I am to help, then I need to know all that has happened. Now, sit down and tell me, slowly, just why you are so concerned.”
“Oh, I don’t know Sir,” Sarah said, nervously sitting on the edge of the seat. “To be sitting here, in the Master’s chair, talking about her, like this – it’s all wrong.”
“Then it shall be a secret between the two of us. And if you are troubled about your mistress, I’m sure you have good reason. Now, tell me just why you have sent for me”
“It’s just that we…me and Charlotte…we’re worried and he doesn’t seem to…” Sarah stopped, her face burning.
“You are so nervous, Sarah. You are worried about being in trouble?”
“I am, but I can’t stand to see her like this. I don’t want to lose Miss Maggie,” she said, her voice breaking. “We already lost our precious Rose. And Ellie is gone too, and we don’t know where.”
“Then we shall tell Mr. Skinner that you sent for me because you were worried that Mrs. Skinner had developed a fever,” he said, squeezing her hands. “Dr. Johns was not available and you were so concerned that you sent for me. So, for now, calm yourself and trust me. Let me see if I can treat Mrs. Skinner and we’ll worry about the consequences later.”
“Yes Sir,” Sarah said, a relieved smile breaking at the corner of her mouth. It was true what she’d heard about this new doctor. He did seem kind. Sarah felt reassured. And for the first time since Rose died and Maggie had put Ellie in her arms, she felt that there was, at last, someone who would care enough to give Maggie more than just a sleeping draft.
“And when Mr. Skinner is in,” Dr. Taylor was saying, “does he offer much in the way of comfort to his wife.”
“Well... I think he finds it difficult.”
“So, her anger may be directed at him. Very often grief turns into anger and we must have someone to aim it at. That is not uncommon.”
“I understand all that Sir. But there are things…”
“That I know nothing of,” he said, patting her hands. “And I wouldn’t dream of asking you to say any more. You are to be commended for your loyalty and your concern.”
“We have tried - me and Charlotte. We’ve done all we can. It’s such a relief to have you here.”
“I’ll go up and see her for a few minutes. You should prepare some broth – just a little and take it up to her when I leave. Perhaps between us we can persuade her to begin to take an interest.”
“I will, sir. And thank you,” she said jumping up out of the chair. “I’ll take you up to her room.”
He knocked, gently, before pushing the door open and walking slowly into the room where Maggie had lain for so long. For a moment he stood looking down at her, seeing the damage the last few weeks had done. He saw the same pallor that Joseph had seen, the same darkness in her eyes, the same anxiety in her face. But Daniel Taylor did not dismiss what he saw. He stood for a moment and, remembering how his own sorrows had brought him to the brink of destruction, readily sympathised with hers. He pulled the chair to the side of the bed and lifted Maggie’s hand. It was soft and warm and felt small in his own hand.
“Your pulse is steady,” he told her as she opened her eyes.
Placing a hand on her forehead he added, “And you have a fever – no more than slight – and that, I think, is due in no small part to you being confined in this rather stuffy room. I have to say Mrs. Skinner that I am very afraid that you are not about to die.”
“Where is Dr. Johns?” Maggie asked, snatching her hand back. “He says I am to rest.”
“Ah yes. So he did. But I don’t think that even he would want you to rest yourself into your grave. Although I admit that would cure your illness, mild as it is.”
“Mild you say – you have no idea how I feel,” she said weakly.
“On the contrary,” he told her. “I know exactly how you feel. I am aware of your loss. To lose a child is a terrible blow.”
“I have lost a daughter and a granddaughter. Can you possibly know how that feels?”
“I am aware of the loss of your daughter, “he said, “But I know little of your granddaughter. Perhaps when you are strong enough, you can tell me about her.”
“Taken,” she whispered. ‘Taken away by her father.”
She allowed her head to fall back against the pillow. “I am so exhausted.”
“Because you refuse your food and lie in this bed in this darkened room with only shadows for company and you dwell on your tragedy and allow your anger to eat at you.”
“And what would you have me do?”
He leaned back in the chair, his arms crossed against his chest. “I would have you re-join the world of the living and begin to deal with your pain. How long do you think you can live in a world where you are more dead than alive?”
“I can’t face…”
“No – I will not hear that,” he said. “You can face whatever life puts before you, if you are willing. You have people who care for you. Sarah is worried. She has no idea what more she can do for you. And surely your husband is concerned that you have taken to your bed for so long.”
“No you are so very wrong. You have no idea…” she said, turning away from him, not yet prepared to share her troubles.
“I know only too well how anger and bitterness can make you feel,” he told her.
“Then you should know enough to leave me alone with my thoughts.”
“I also know that your thoughts are your poorest companions. They will crucify you. They leave no room for hope, no promise for the future. You must not allow them to dwell on things that you cannot change.”
“But they are all I want. My life belongs in the past. There is no future,” she said. “Please just leave me. I need nothing from you.”
He stood up and put the chair back under the curtained window.
“Well I’m sorry. I seemed to have misjudged you. Sarah said you were angry and I thought that meant you had spirit. I thought that meant you were going to fight back at this cruel blow. But I was wrong. You are feeble and Dr. Johns is right. You must stay in your bed in this dismal room. Keep your curtains closed and don’t let life back in. Take your pills and live your half-life. It’s quite possible that this is what your daughter would have wanted.”
He left then, closing the door behind him before she could answer.
“Ah! Sarah,” he said as he found her in the scullery, preparing the broth. “Take it up now and leave it by her side. Don’t try to tempt her with it. She must do this for herself. Give her half a sleeping draft tonight and tomorrow, open her curtains, regardless of how she complains. Place fresh day clothes for her and tell her that I will see her during the morning.”
“Yes sir. I will if you think it wise.”
“I think a change may help. We shall see. And Sarah,” he added, “if you have any trouble with Mr. Skinner, please don’t worry. I’ll talk to him. In the meantime you may tell him that her fever is mild, but you were right to summon me when you did. You have no need to worry that you acted in error.”
“Yes sir. Thank you,” Sarah said.
Maggie was still staring at the closed door, the words ringing in her ears …’what your daughter would have wanted.’ She knew what Rose would have wanted. She heard her words echoing through her mind all the time. And though she knew she would never be able to fulfill her wishes as long as she lay in this bed, she didn’t have the strength to leave it. She had failed her daughter and she would fail her granddaughter.
She wanted to shout and scream at the injustice. She wanted to demand that Joseph do what she knew was right and find Ellie. She wanted to punish him and she wanted to punish Patrick, but she barely had the energy to lift her head off her pillow.
She was angry. But what was she supposed to do with her anger? What could she do against the determination of Joseph Skinner? When he’d told her that he wouldn’t contemplate Ellie being in the house, she sought to overcome his hostility. But what did that do, other than antagonise him? How could she fight him? He was stronger, more resolute. She was useless and weak. Inadequate. He made her feel that way. And she allowed him to.
Was it that that made her angry? Was her own weakness draining her of courage? Was this vale of despair, of her own making? Did she choose to lie here, immersed in self-pity?
Slowly, she pushed back her covers and sat on the edge of the bed, looking around the miserable room. She looked at the heavy curtains drawn across the windows, raised herself off the bed and inched her way across to the window.
She pulled at the curtains, dragging them across the window, allowing the weak autumn sun to enter the room. And then she leaned, exhausted, against the wall, her breathing laboured, her head spinning, until she gained the strength to cross back over to her bed.
She fell back onto her covers, watching as the shadows melted in the shifting patterns of light, feeling just a moment of triumph. The beginning of a long journey had just started with the smallest of steps. She vowed that she would grow stronger; that she would not allow the darkness of grief to engulf her. She would open her life to the light of sun in the day and the flicker of the moon at night. Never again would she become drawn into the dark world of shadows, abandoning, in her misery, the promise she made to Rose.
From that moment, the curtains would never be drawn across the windows, and the veil of darkness would never again be allowed to blind her to the things she needed to do and the pledge she still needed to keep.
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Maggie was dressed when Dr. Taylor called the next morning. She was sitting at her dressing table, hairbrush in her hand, watching him through the mirror as he walked across to the chair by the window.
“Well this is good to see,” he said sitting down, not waiting for the invitation. “How are you feeling this morning?”
“Tired,” she said, “and very unsure that I should be seeing you. I have a feeling that I should instruct Sarah not to let you in again. I already have a doctor who has been treating me, and I think my husband would prefer that he continued to do so.”
“And what of you? What do you think?”
“I think nothing at this moment. I only wish to get through this day. And that, I think, will be difficult enough without courting the anger of my husband.”
“Very well,” he replied. “I’ll leave you to enjoy your misery. I hope that it gives you satisfaction.”
“Wait!” she said as he strode across to the door. “How dare you be so rude?”
“I dare because I am a busy man. I have people who are really sick waiting for me to make them well. You on the other hand are reasonably well and wish to be ill. I’m afraid I don’t work that way.”
“How can you be so – insensitive?”
“Oh! Mrs. Skinner, you have me wrong. I am not insensitive. In fact I am very concerned for the well-being of all my patients. But I can only help those who want my help. Anyway, look at you today. You are dressed and there,” he said pointing to a tray which held the remains of her breakfast, “if I’m not mistaken, is the second meal you have eaten since yesterday. Something must have made a difference. Perhaps you realise that there is a life to be lived and you cannot do it while you waste away in your bed. Or perhaps it is that you have finally realised that there are people that care for you – people like Sarah, who has been worried sick for weeks. Or could it be that something I said moved you to want to join the world once more?”
“Or perhaps it is your attitude that annoys me?”
“Good. Any reaction is better than none. But it is not my attitude that makes you angry. It’s your situation. But wherever this feeling came from – I am glad to see it stirred you into some sort of action. I’m sure, Mrs. Skinner that you would not want to spend the rest of your life confined to this room.”
“Of course not,” she said. “But it has been difficult for me to raise the strength to do anything other than lie here. And you are right, it is not what I want.”
“I’m pleased to hear it. But don’t blame yourself for your unwillingness to leave your bed. You have been sedated for far too long. You will remain weak for some time yet. No doubt Dr. Johns will tell you to take it easy – and up to a point – he will be right. But please, except for perhaps a light sleeping draught at night, accept no further medication. You have to face your demons in order to conquer them.”
“I know that you are right. And perhaps I have been a little discourteous myself. You have done me more good in twenty four hours than Dr. Johns has done in weeks. Could we possibly start again?”
“Certainly Mrs. Skinner. A fine idea,” he agreed and left the room, leaving her to stare at the closed door.
The almost immediate knock startled her. “Come in,” she called.
“Ah Mrs. Skinner I believe?” he said crossing to where she sat and extending his hand. “I am Doctor Taylor.”
“Good morning Dr. Taylor,” she said, feeling the stirrings of a smile tugging at her mouth. “I do believe that I am pleased to meet you.”
“Marvellous!” he said, pulling up the chair and sitting opposite her. “Now let’s get down to business. As your doctor I need to know the truth. Tell me how you feel. How you really feel. Not how you think you should, or how you tell your husband or Sarah how you are – but how you really feel.”
“I’m afraid that I will shock you.”
“I have been shocked by many things in my life, but never by a woman’s sorrow or a mother’s anger, or a grandmother’s despair. You can trust me with your feelings; it’s my job to treat them with respect.”
Maggie looked into eyes that were soft and kind and was amazed to realise that for years she had tried to avoid the eyes of her husband, seeing in them disappointment and, if not open hatred, at least contempt. In these gentle brown eyes she saw only warmth and honesty.
She was horrified to feel the tears. His hands took hers and held them tightly and she knew, in an instant, that she could trust him. She began to cry. Softly at first and then the deep racking sobs that begin the process of healing.
He sat quite still until at last she was quiet.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “You must think me a foolish woman.”
“That is the last time I want you to apologise to me – for anything,” he told her. “I want you to talk to me. Tell me anything you like and I will never think you foolish. We can talk of Rose, or your husband, or your granddaughter. We can talk again tomorrow and the next day – for as long as you wish.”
“I don’t think I could bear it at the moment.”
“When you’re ready then, I’ll be ready to listen. Trust me Mrs. Skinner – I won’t let you down. Now rest,” he said freeing her hands, and I’ll call again in the morning.”
“Thank you,” she whispered. Thank you”
“I expect Sarah to tell me tomorrow that she is much relieved by your improvement. I expect that you will be able to take small meals and, within the month, I hope to see a very different woman.”
“My husband will not be pleased.”
“At your improvement – or my visit?”
“By both I believe.”
“Then the problem lies with him, not with you. You must concentrate on yourself. You have much to come to terms with and I won’t pretend that your journey will be an easy one.”
“I have already realised that.”
“But with help – you will begin to smile again. I think Mrs. Skinner, that behind that unhappy face lies a beautiful smile and I would like to see you use it.”
“You are a flatterer doctor and I should take little note of what you say.”
“And yet, even now, your skin has a little colour, your eyes a little brightness. Think what we will be able to achieve in a few weeks time.”
“But it feels disloyal. With Rose gone and Ellie given to a life with no hope, how can I ever feel anything other than sorrow and guilt”?
“I know that you will,” he said softly. “Believe me. I know your heartache and I know that, in time, you will not allow it to consume your life. Your daughter and your granddaughter will always be a part of you and you will always feel the sorrow of losing them, but in time – you will find things to smile about.
“At this moment, I just can’t believe that. But I trust what you tell me.”
“And you will take no more of the pills?”
“No more pills,” she promised.
“Then Mrs. Skinner, I will be on my way. But,” he added, “I will call and see you again tomorrow and I shall instruct Sarah to send for me the minute she feels you need me.”
“Dr. Taylor, you are very kind.”
“Then repay that kindness by getting well.”
“I will,” Maggie promised. “I will.”
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
“Dr. Taylor has been good for you,” Sarah said as they walked through the churchyard.
“He has. He has made me see things more clearly,” Maggie replied turning to Sarah. “And I believe that I have your stubborn interference to thank for that.”
“Well – sorry Madam, that I am – but…”
“Shush, Sarah, don’t upset yourself,” Maggie urged, smiling. “I’m glad of your concern. There have been times during the last few weeks that I would not have survived if it hadn’t been for the care you gave to me. If it hadn’t been for you – for your intervention, I do believe that I would still be lying in that room slowly going out of my mind.”
Sarah turned her head away, pleased, but embarrassed by Maggie’s words.
The air was chill and the fog began to thicken. Smoke from the factory chimneys would soon form its usual blanket, blocking out the sun, cloaking the parish in its usual murky mantel.
Maggie shivered as the cold began to penetrate her thick woollen cloak. It was at times like these, when the mood of the day reflected her own feelings, that she felt the desperation of her life and though she was learning to cope with her grief, the sinking recognition of her loneliness was never far away.
“Miss Maggie,” Sarah said “Are you alright? We should be getting back before you get too cold.”
“Miss Maggie...” Maggie repeated slowly. “It’s so long since you called me that.”
“I’m sorry Madam. I didn’t mean…”
“No, Sarah. I like it.”
“But the Master wouldn’t. He wouldn’t like it at all.”
“It takes me back to happier times, when you and I would walk for hours across Brayburn Hill. And I would gather arms full of dandelions and buttercups and you would always find vases enough for all of them. Do you remember?”
“I do that Madam. It seems such a long, long time ago now.”
“Don’t call me Madam again Sarah,” she said. “I much prefer Miss Maggie.”
“But Mr. Skinner – he was the one told me I was to always call you Madam, once you were married.”
“And now I’m asking you not to. I’ll take care of my husband.”
“Begging your pardon Ma – Miss Maggie, but he’ll not be best pleased.”
Maggie led Sarah over to the nearest bench and beckoned her to sit down. She looked into her face, and wondered how she had not noticed the lines of worry that were creasing her forehead.
The dark memories they both shared had stolen the sparkle from the once laughing eyes and Maggie saw, for the first time in years, just how much Sarah had changed. How much she had aged. How much she had worried. And she knew that if ever she needed a true friend, someone she could trust with her life, she need look no further.
“Sarah, you know more than anyone else, that things are not right between me and my husband.”
“Oh, please,” Sarah said. “You shouldn’t be speaking to me about such things.”
“Then who? Who else has been with me since I was no more than a baby? Who else has helped me through the loss of my mother, and then my father, and now – my daughter? Who was it who helped comfort me when my dear first husband died? No-one, no–one, has ever done for me what you have done. You have bathed me, tended to my illnesses, held me when I could no longer hold back the tears. You have always been in my life Sarah. You are the only constant in a changing world – and I am not ashamed to say that I need you.”
“And I would have been nowhere else. It has been through choice I did these things – still do. I promised your mother – and then you father, that I would never leave you. And I won’t. I couldn’t. I have always felt that I belonged in this household. Mr. Rowe always made me feel that way. He always made me feel that wherever you and Rose were, that’s where I should be. But Mr. Skinner is not your father,” Sarah sighed. “In his house I am no more than a servant. He was aware, from the moment he decided to marry you, that we shared a closeness much deeper than he liked. From that moment, he has tried to force a distance between us, and slowly, he has. At one time I was the first person you turned to and I was pleased to be able to share your burdens, now I am afraid you invite his anger by confiding in me. If he knew you were speaking to me in such a manner…”
“He will not know,” Maggie said.
“I want so much to help you.”
“Then trust me as much as I trust you. I have never needed a friend more Sarah. And who am I to turn to? I have no-one but you. Our friends are his friends. If I were to talk to them, he would hear of it almost before the conversation was over. There is Dr. Taylor, who has been of great help to me, but you know me Sarah. You know me so well. I need your support.”
“I am no more than a servant.”
“No Sarah. You are so much more than that.”
“I am glad that you think so. I have always tried to do the best for you. And for Rose but…”
“No buts Sarah. I shall count you as a friend. There will be no more talk of servants when we are together. Let my husband think what he will, let him say what he likes, but between us there shall be nothing more or less than friendship.”
“If you feel so strongly, then of course,” Sarah assured her, promising that which she knew was not possible.
They walked further into the churchyard, stopping when they reached the cross that marked Rose’s resting place. Maggie placed fresh flowers in the urn, “Such a visit was beyond me a few weeks ago. Now at least I can see the place where she lies, and from that I find comfort. Goodness knows there is little of that to be had at the moment.”
It was a moment of reflection for both of them as they stood side by side, deep in their own thoughts, remembering Rose in their own ways, both wondering what had happened to the baby who would have helped to fill the emptiness that was like a physical force bearing down on them.
Maggie was the first to break the silence. “I want to visit Paradise Court again,” she said. “I have to thank Ruth, for helping Rose and for helping me at the funeral. We shall take a basket of fruit – that is little enough.”
“Perhaps a small ham,” Sarah suggested, “It is only a few days short of Christmas.”
“Yes. A basket of Christmas fare to show my appreciation. Paradise Court is a sad area. There is little there to bring joy. You remember there was a time, when I was no more than five or six, when my father would take geese to the workers of his factory. On the morning of Christmas Eve, he would take two or three of the office clerks and visit each home and I would insist on going along, even though it took the whole morning. When I got back home, my legs ached with the walking.”
“I remember. And I remember your cheeks burning with the cold and him with a smile fit to warm the coldest of days.”
“We did it for years. Then, when he became too ill, it stopped. I should have continued the custom. The factory could afford it. I’m sure it still can.”
“Mr. Skinner has never been as – generous – as your father.”
“Then we shall start the tradition again,” Maggie told her.
“He will not have it. You will cause trouble for yourself.”
“He will have no choice. He cannot deny me everything. He has driven away my daughter. He remains insensitive to her death. He has denied my granddaughter. For the first time since I married him, I see what he has done to me. So,” she insisted, “I shall have this. He will not stop me.”
“We have little time before Christmas,” Sarah warned.
“It will be enough to start. We can visit Paradise Court and take our baskets there. Let us make this a day of new beginnings. For Rose, and for Ellie, I shall fill my days with charity. I shall try, in every way I can to improve the lives of those who have little. That way, at least, I may be able to appease my conscience, with or without my husband’s approval.”
“It’s good to see you so positive,” Sarah said. “And yet, I can’t help but worry for you. It’s a grand thought, but it’s not so easy to give to the poor. They have their pride. More than most it seems to me.”
Maggie slipped her arms through Sarah’s, offering her a reassuring squeeze. “Then I will work at it. This will be my reason for waking each morning and my comfort each night, when the lonely hours grow heavy in my heart,” she told her. “For the first time since my father died, there will be usefulness to my days. My only regret is that it took the death of my daughter, and the loss of her child, to make me realise that I have become a weak shadow of the woman my father taught me to be. But,” she added, “No more Sarah. From now on, with or without my husband’s approval, my days will be filled with purpose.”
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
“Christmas will be odd this year,” Sarah said. “What with the mistress still being…”
“Strange,” Charlotte said without thinking.
“Why Charlotte, how can you say such a thing!” They were in the drawing room, Sarah dusting, Charlotte preparing the fire.
“Well I didn’t mean it nasty like, but you know what with one thing and another and her and the master not being – well on good terms as you might say and Rose not being home this year…”
“Aye and like it or not it’s going to be difficult for her. To hear her speak of that grandchild like she does....”
“Ellie, Sarah.” Maggie said walking into the drawing room. “Her name is Ellie. And Charlotte if I am strange at all – and I do believe I may be – I think it is a good sort of strange.”
“Sorry Madam. I’m sure I didn’t mean no harm.”
“I know that Charlotte. And – though I do know you will think it just another one of my ‘strange’ ideas, I would like you to pack two baskets with as much food as you can. Sarah and I will take them around to Paradise Court. There are people there I need to thank and I can think of no better way than to share some of our good fortune with them.”
“And who has filled your head with such nonsense Margaret?” Joseph said from the door. “Charlotte, Sarah, surely you have work to do in the kitchen.”
“Sir,” they both said, gladly scuttling out of the room.
“Surely you would not object to my visiting the place of our daughter’s death? I must thank those who helped in her last hours. Ruth and Kate. People who were there for her when we were not.”
“And what purpose will that serve, other than to cause you upset and grief all over again.”
“My grief goes on Joseph. It has not stopped. I am not like you – able to forget so easily that our daughter died, just a few weeks ago.”
“I have not forgotten. How could I when you are a constant reminder with your night time wanderings.”
“Dr. Taylor advises me that they will cease as I come to terms with Rose’s death. He also feels that it would be beneficial to face my grief instead of hiding away in this house with nothing but the darkest of memories to haunt my mind.”
“And Dr. Taylor has suggested these jaunts?”
“No. But I’m sure that he’ll be pleased that I have found something to fill my days.”
“You have no idea how silly you will make yourself look. Dr. Johns would not allow it. And neither should I. It will not assuage your guilt, my dear, no matter how many times you say ‘thank you’. Not, I may add that you need feel guilty about anything.”
“But you know I do. Though the guilt is not entirely mine,” she said quietly. “You know that I shall continue to feel guilty as long as I remember Rose’s last few hours and Ellie living in conditions I can only imagine, while we, who could give her a warm and loving home, refuse her that benefit.”
Joseph sighed and eased himself down into his chair. “If I thought it would do any good, I would ask that you do not bring her name up again. The whole question is becoming tedious. Remember that she is with her father and his family. They will not leave her wanting, of that I am sure.”
“And of that I am equally unsure.”
“In any event, I will not have her name mentioned again. As far as I am concerned there is no child.”
“This is something else I annoy you with? By remembering our daughter? By showing concern for our grandchild?”
“You annoy me with your naïve intentions. Your excursions into the slums of this town are unnecessary and they will be embarrassing.”
“I think that they are necessary.” Maggie said. She was standing behind his chair, leaning on it heavily for support. These exchanges tired her too quickly now. But she wouldn’t stop. She couldn’t stop. She hadn’t felt so strongly about anything for so long.
“There are houses, only minutes from here where two or more families live in squalor. I have seen them for myself. They have little to live on and little to clothe and feed their children. And if you are embarrassed by the poverty of others, then this would be an ideal opportunity to do more to help them.”
“They don’t embarrass me. You do. I provide work for those that want work. I can do no more.”
“But you could. The factory is successful. We live well off its proceeds; surely we could do more to for those…”
“You know nothing about business, my dear and I would appreciate it if you didn’t try to get involved.”
“I am involved Joseph, and will continue to be involved. I know that you disapprove and at one time that would be enough to stop me. Even now, I hesitate to further your displeasure, but I know what I must do and I will not be dissuaded.”
“And I am to fund your mission into the back streets? I am to provide the food, the baskets, the clothing?” he said, reaching forward towards the fire, a taper in one hand, his pipe in the other.
“You would deny me this?” asked Maggie. “Am I to believe that denying my daughter and my granddaughter are not enough for you? Would you have our friends and your business associates believe that you are now too miserly to provide your wife with the means of easing her own sorrow?”
“I am simply protecting you from your own, shall we say, delicate mental state.”
“My delicate mental state is due in no part to your actions and I think it only fitting that you now make amends.”
“And you think that wasting my money on these people will make you feel better?”
“I know it will,” she told him. She moved to the other chair, sat opposite him and watched as he touched his pipe with the lit taper. She waited while he sucked at the stem, smoke beginning to rise from its bowl.
“Then do whatever you think,” Joseph said at last. “I am no longer interested. But be warned Margaret. There is a limit to my patience and my understanding, as you have already discovered.”
“Are you threatening me Joseph?”
“I am promising you, that, if you overstep the bounds of my patience…”
“You will not harm me again Joseph,” she interrupted. “You have already taken away from me that which I held dearest. There is no more that you can do. I will do whatever I feel best and if that meets with your disapproval, so be it.”
“You are making an enemy of me Margaret. I cannot allow that” he said, holding his pipe at arm’s length and studying the eddying smoke as it rose to the ceiling.
“I have no wish to do that,” Maggie said quickly. “And I feel that it is you making an enemy of yourself. You could be so much happier, Joseph, if you lived a little less for your own desires and thought for a while about the needs of others.”
“Don’t lecture me Margaret,” he said. “If you insist on continuing with your pathetic plans, you will do so without my consent. Think about that, and think about the consequences.”
“I have…” she stopped as Joseph held up his hand to silence her. He picked up the paper, holding it in front of him.
“Very well,” she said. “We have both said all we can. I will bother you no further.”
He lowered the paper and looked over the top, his eyes shaded and hard. “On the contrary, I think that you will bother me quite a lot. And I think that you will come to see just how unwise that will be.”
CHAPTER NINETEEN
It was not as she remembered it. It seemed even darker and dirtier. Disturbing. Almost sinister.
That terrible night of Rose’s death and Ellie’s birth had been wet and miserable. She had battled through torrential rain and bitter cold. She had been consumed with fear for Rose and had seen little of the reality of Paradise Court. Now it was mid-morning and there was no rain and no wind and Maggie could clearly see a depression and darkness that couldn’t be blamed on the weather.
She had wondered if it would be too soon, if she should have left it a while longer. Waited until she felt stronger. But there would never be a right time and at some point she had to put the ghosts to rest and face the nightmare and the only way to do it, she firmly believed, was to re-visit the place it began.
She needed to thank Ruth properly. Through the misery of the funeral and her re-awakening to the discovery that Ellie had been taken by Patrick O’ Neil, the one thing she had never forgotten was that the hands that helped her when she stumbled into darkness, were Ruth’s.
So today, fortified with the basket that gave her journey validation, she took a deep breath and prepared to meet her memories head on.
She stood at the bottom of the steps of number twenty-five, Sarah close behind her. Her hand was on the slippery rail, the urgency and the indecision of that night all too easy to recall.
She had hoped that, if she came here, if she thought of that night and her last words with Rose, she would feel something, some connection to her daughter. Some comfort. Some reassurance.
But, before she could put even one foot on the steps, the door was flung open by a young man of no more than twenty and when she heard the scream from inside Maggie realised, with a spiralling horror, that it was all happening again.
“My wife – the baby,” he said pushing past Maggie and Sarah. “Got to get Kate.”
Maggie sank against the wall. “No!” she cried. This couldn’t be happening. Not here. Not again.
“Dr. Taylor,” she said. “Get Doctor Taylor.”
“Don’t be bloody daft. I can’t afford doctors.”
“Sarah get the doctor,” she repeated as she grabbed the young man’s wrist. “Your wife needs you,” she said as she pulled him up the steps. “Sarah will fetch the doctor.”
For the second time in a few short weeks, Maggie walked into the room where Rose had lain and where life and death had become so inevitably linked.
It bore the same cold smell of decay, the same insidious dreariness, but now, at least, the fire burned, the furniture was not so sparse. And though the walls still ran with damp and there was still the hole in the corner of the ceiling where the plaster had perished, there was, behind the desperation, a warmth that had not been present when Rose had been lying on that same mattress.
Maggie fought the tightness in her chest.
“Where’s Will?” the girl cried. “Where’s my husband?”
Maggie leaned over her. “He’s here,” she told her, forcing her voice not to betray her panic, feeling her own strength flood back as the girl’s needs became more important than her fear.
“You are not to worry now. Everything will be fine,” Maggie took the cloth off the girl’s forehead and dipped it into the basin of cool water. “It’ll be alright, don’t you fret,” she said soothingly, talking to her, calming her fears, while Will stood at the window, watching for help, not wanting to see his wife’s pain or hear her suffering.
“They’re here. The doctor’s here,” he shouted, opening the door.
Ruth, watching from her own window, reading the signs, joined them and as the room became crowded, Maggie led Will outside.
“Nothing for us to do in here Will,” she said. “Let them do their work. You’ll know soon enough when they need you.”
She sat on the steps. Her heart was pounding and her head felt as though it would spin out of control. “This shouldn’t be happening to someone else,” she thought. “Please God, this baby and its mother will be alright.”
She watched as Will paced up and down the square and prayed that this time would be different. Childbirth was difficult enough when the doctor was present and the linen was clean and the water fresh. But here, what chance did the mother stand, lying inches from a dirt floor crawling with vermin, medical help beyond her means. What start would the baby have when the mother was already undernourished and worn out?
Her basket lay untouched where it had been dropped at the bottom of the steps and Maggie wondered at her naivety in believing that a mere basket of food would relieve the burdens of the relentless struggles of poverty.
“Alright then miss?” A scruffy boy of no more than five or six settled himself on the step below her. His trousers were too short, his jacket too tight and too thin for the time of year. But his eyes shone, full of fun, through a face that was caked in dirt and covered with scratches.
“She “aving it now then? The baby.”
“Yes she is,” Maggie said.
“I’ll stay out here then will I?”
“I would,” Maggie told him. “Do you live here then?” she asked, glad of the diversion.
“I do wiv me sister. That’s me sister having another “un”.
“How many children does she have?” Maggie asked.
“Only this “un – if it lives. Last one didn’t. Well only for a little while.”
Maggie shuddered at the acceptance in his voice. That the loss of a child so young would be accepted so easily and the possible loss of another be regarded so casually.
“Where’s your mother then?”
“Me mam? Oh, me mam’s long gone. Run of wiv a man from Bostley”
“And you were left with your sister?”
“And glad I am.”
“What’s your name?”
“Well me mam had me called Arfur, but I don’t like that, so I calls meself William. Like me sister’s man – he’s Will. That’s ‘im over there. Walking up and down like.”
“That’s confusing.”
“Nah. That’s easy. I’m Little Will and he’s big Will.”
“Well, Little Will – where have you been all day?” She said cupping his chin in her hand and lifting his face. “You seem to have gathered most of the dirt from around here.”
“I just finished in the field. Picking holly for the market. He pays me two pennies a day.”
“What about school. Do you go to school?”
“Nah. I can’t be doing wiv all that reading and writing stuff. What good’s that to a working man? Me mam always said it was a waste of time like. Will tells me I got to learn. But I aint interested in all that.”
They both looked around as the door opened and Dr. Taylor came out. He stood aside as Will sprinted across the square and pushed past him. “They’re fine,” he told him. “They’re both fine, though your wife is weakened and needs to rest.”
Maggie was relieved to see him smiling as he sat on the step next to her. He leaned down and ruffled Little Will’s hair. “How goes it young man?” he asked.
“As she “ad it then?”
“She has. A very healthy son,” he said smiling down at the boy. “I’m surprised you’ve not heard him yelling. Hungry already. Always a good sign with a new baby. He’s very well – and so is his mother,” he said turning to Maggie “But you look terrible.”
“Thank you,” she said, smiling.
“Right young man,” Dr Taylor said. “You have work to do now. Your mother...
“My sister, Sir. That’s my sister.”
“Your sister then, needs warmth and so does that little mite. Go see what Will needs you to do.”
They watched as he scrabbled past them, up the steps and into the house.
“This must have been a shock,” Dr. Taylor said softly, turning to Maggie.” Are you alright?”
“It was a shock. But I’m just glad things turned out right this time. And yes, I am alright.”
“Well, mother and child are well - and it’s thanks to you.”
“No. I don’t think so.”
“Well I do,” Will said as he came back out onto the steps. “I owe you my thanks,” he said. “Thank you Doctor. Thank you both. I’ll pay you – I don’t know how – but I swear I will.”
“No,” Maggie told him. “You have no need to worry; I’ll take care of Dr. Taylor’s fee. And I need no repaying.”
“Well I’ll not argue with either of you,” Dr. Taylor said, offering his hand to help Maggie as she began to rise from the step. “But I have no intention of presenting a bill.”
“Thank you. Thank you both,” Will said, “I’ll not forget what I owe you.”
“May I call, in a few days and see how…I’m sorry I don’t know your wife’s name,” Maggie said, shaking her skirts.
“Jessie,” he told her. “And I’m sure she’d be proud to have you visit. Our house is not what you’re used to I’m sure – but you’ll be more than welcome.”
Dr. Taylor slipped his arm around Maggie’s waist as he saw her sway. Now she had a name to the face in the bed, it seemed so much more personal. Jessie was not much older than Rose and Maggie could imagine how frightened she’d been, even with Will by her side. But pleased as she was that the outcome, for her, had been so different, she couldn’t help but feel again the bitterness of Rose’s death and Ellie’s birth.
“Steady now. It’s time we got you home,” Dr. Taylor was saying.
“Yes,” she said weakly. “It has been quite a day.”
“Thank you Doctor. Thank you both again,” Will told them.
“Enough now, Will,” Maggie told him. “It’s thanks enough that the child is well. Would you ask Sarah to come home when she can – once she has done all that your wife…Jessie needs?” Maggie said.
“I will,” he told her. “And don’t you ever think that I’ll forget what you did for us today.”
“I’ll walk you home,” Dr. Taylor told Maggie. “But on the way you and I are going to stop at my rooms and I’ll prepare a slight sedative for you. Today has been quite a shock I think.”
“No,” she protested, picking up the basket and setting it on the steps; she would send Sarah and Charlotte with more later. Enough at least for Will and Jessie and Ruth. “I don’t want to sleep these thoughts away. I want to remember this day. It was too late to help Rose but I will not make the same mistake again. I appreciate your concern, but it was you who told me that I needed to turn my sorrow and anger into something more constructive. And I will. I am a little upset, but I am not going to fall into decline again. I have far too much work to do.
“Did you see the conditions in which they were living? Surely I can do something to help - something more than baskets of fruit - and if I can, then I will feel as if, in some small way, I can prevent what happened to Rose from happening to someone else.”
“Providing you remember that this is not Rose and Ellie. Don’t forget that these people are just part of a bigger problem – that you – that none of us, will ever be able to cure.”
“I will never forget that. Rose was my own precious child. I shall never forget her, no matter how many others I may meet, and no matter how many I may be able to help.”
“And Jessie’s baby is not Ellie.”
“No,” she said quietly. “Ellie is still out there somewhere.”
“And quite possibly she is safe and warm and well fed.”
“And quite possibly she is not.”
“Then, if you cannot move past that possibility – turn your attention to that. Find your granddaughter. Satisfy yourself that she is well.”
“And how do you expect me to do that?”
“I can give you the name of a solicitor who may be able to trace the name in Ireland.”
“You really think…”
“Stop,” he said holding up his hands. “I am offering no promises. Don’t depend on success, but if you really believe that you cannot put your granddaughter out of your mind, then I think perhaps it would be healthier for you to try to find her. At least if you tried you could rid yourself of this guilt you feel. With your permission, I’ll ask my friend, Mandrake - a good man and a fine solicitor – to see you. You can explain the circumstances and he’ll advise you on the best course of action.”
“I shall do it,” she said. “I will find my granddaughter. Though I have to ask your discretion. Joseph would not be pleased.”
“It may not be the wisest thing to do then.”
“No. Indeed it may not. But that isn’t going to stop me.”
“You’ll seek her without his knowledge?”
“Without his knowledge,” she confirmed
“And regardless of what he may think?”
Regardless of what my husband thinks.”
“And if you do find her, what will you do then
“Whatever I need to do,” Maggie told him. “If I find her.”
CHRISTMAS DAY
CHAPTER TWENTY
The bells of St. Mark’s rang out as snowflakes drifted lazily towards the frozen ground. Maggie was standing by her bedroom window, watching as her breath formed misty patches on the glass. Beyond the window lay the garden. A picture of perfection. Unreal images in a dreamlike world; each flaw, each fault, hidden under the blanket of snow. All things made equal, until the thaw, when the unblemished white would gradually give way to patches of wet browns and dirty greens and the true picture would emerge, complete with all its deformities.
Her life was like that. And now the layers of half-truths had been melted away and her life was laid bare, the false beauty replaced by the ugliness of years lived under the shadow of the charade of her marriage.
She leaned her head against the window, welcoming the chill of the glass against her face. Outside was cold, but inside the fire burned and the room basked in its warmth.
This was the most pleasant room in the house, looking out as it did, to the garden below, and beyond the garden, to the Brayburn Hills stretching as far as the eye could see, white over now with the morning’s snowfall; the first sprinkling of winter’s touch. To the left, in the distance, the moors, bleak and snow-covered were barely visible against the grey of the sky.
And to the right at the bottom of St. Michael’s Hill, the town lay cowering under the ever present spectre of the factory. Beyond that, hidden from all but its inhabitants, lay Paradise Court, dreadful in its deprivation.
When her father had the house built, her mother insisted on having this room as her own. From there she could watch as her husband walked down the hill towards the factory that was, then, a symbol of hope for the town.
In the evening, when he was due home, Elizabeth Rowe would stand her daughter on a chair by the window and they would both watch as Walter Rowe, his step strong, his back straight, made his way up the hill, waving to them knowing, even before he could see them, that they would be watching, wishing him speed up the long incline.
After her mother died, it was Sarah’s arms holding her tight while she stood on the chair watching a different figure walking up the hill. An older, lonelier man. But still her father. Almost her father. As she grew and watched him become embroiled in his loneliness, she realised that more than her mother had died in this room.
Maggie was two when Elizabeth Rowe died giving birth. “Like Rose,” Maggie thought, except that the baby - her sister had died within hours. Ellie was alive. At least, she corrected herself, as far as she knew, she was still alive. Then the thought struck her that, though a generation separated them, though they had never known each other, her mother and her daughter had much in common.
She turned to the painting of Elizabeth Rowe, on the wall above the fire and saw, not for the first time, Rose’s smile, Rose’s eyes, Rose’s long auburn hair, falling around the shoulders.
She crossed over to the painting and stood looking up at it, allowing herself to be drawn into its power. Her mother and her daughter were so alike they could almost have been sisters. So close and yet…
Had Elizabeth Rowe been waiting? Had she taken Rose in her arms and welcomed her? Had she been there to hold her as her eyes closed for the last time? Were they all in some other time, on some higher level, out of Maggie’s reach, somewhere beyond her understanding?
She was almost convinced they were. Looking into those eyes, she was almost convinced. She reached out and gently touched the long tresses of hair; traced her finger along the lips. She closed her eyes and tried to awaken a response. Surely they would know how much she needed this. How much she needed just one small sign.
Her mind was troubled. Though her faith taught her to trust, and her heart urged her to believe, the cold light of day poured contempt on the ideal. For weeks she had searched for an indication that some part of Rose remained. She sat for hours in her room, visited her grave, talked to her, begged for a sign. Yet she felt nothing but emptiness and hopelessness.
Rose hadn’t fallen asleep, waiting for the ultimate awakening. She was gone. Her body decaying, her mind no more than an empty space. Where there had been love and laughter, now there was nothing. Whatever Rose had been, was done. And there was no way to bring her back.
There was no sign. Could never be a sign. The dead can’t communicate with the living. If they could, her mother would never have left her crying in the middle of the night, when her childhood dreams made her too scared even to turn her head and shout for Sarah. She would have come to her then. She would have found some way to wrap Maggie in her arms; some way to hold her until her fears melted and she slipped back into sleep.
If the dead could still walk with the living, her father would have been standing beside her now, where she needed him. She would have felt his strength, his love, his understanding.
And if there was a way, any way, that those who had gone could cross the divide, she would surely still smell the sweet scent of Rose, still hear her gentle laughter, still feel her soft arms around her neck.
She hadn’t heard the door open, or Joseph slip into the room. When she turned round he was sitting on the edge of her bed, watching her.
“Oh!” she cried, putting her hand to her chest. “You startled me.”
“You were deep in thought. I didn’t want to disturb you. You were thinking about Rose?”
“Yes.”
“Of course you would be. I understand that. This has been a difficult time for you.”
“It has,” she agreed, surprised at his apparent concern. “For you too.”
“That is why I think a short time away would be beneficial to us both. A change of scene, time to come to terms with what has happened. I thought a trip to Scotland, perhaps to stay with Donald and Thora Macyntire.”
“My father’s cousin? But you don’t even like them. And what about the factory? Could you leave it in Jonathon’s hands?”
“You misunderstand me Margaret. I do not need to go. It is you who needs to get away from this place and the memories that are beginning to turn your mind.”
Maggie looked at her husband. Once, too long ago, she had seen compassion in his face. Kindness and warmth in his eyes. Now she saw nothing but a callous harshness and a cruel twist to his mouth that had not been there when the loss of her first husband filled her own eyes with tears and blinded her to anything other than the consideration that Joseph Skinner had portrayed so sincerely.
She turned back to the picture of Elizabeth, seeing again the humanity and the smile that would be forever frozen; and she saw the shadow of her daughter in her eyes. Then she turned back to her husband and saw the cruelty etched in his face, and she wondered why she had ever allowed herself to be taken in by him.
“I am to go alone?” she asked.
“No. Of course not. I couldn’t allow that. You will take Charlotte. You can stay as long as you like. They’re looking forward to having you.”
“And Sarah will stay here with you?”
“I will be at my club. Sarah can stay with her family – in fact I think that this may be the right time to discuss Sarah’s future.”
“I am Sarah’s family. She has no-one else. And her future is not in question. It is here – with me.”
She was leaning against the table now, her hands behind her back, supporting her. Her legs were shaking. She knew exactly what Joseph wanted. Sarah was too close to her, Sarah had said as much to Maggie. She had already anticipated that Joseph would want to be rid of her.
“She is tired. She is old and…”
“She is neither too tired nor too old. She has been a great support to me when…when you have not.”
“Because she follows you around with your charity baskets making a mockery of everything I have ever worked for? Because…”
“Because she cares for me – and I need her Joseph. There is no-one else now. Not even you.”
“She is a servant, nothing more. And she can be replaced.”
“She will not be replaced,” Maggie said. “There will be no need. Sarah will have a home with me for as long as she wants it.”
“You know that if I want her to leave – she will.”
“No Joseph, she won’t. I will make sure of that.”
“Ha! Like you made sure that the child would stay. You were unsuccessful then and this time will be no different. You will spend time with your cousins in Scotland and you will take Charlotte. Sarah will be gone if…when you return.”
“I’m going nowhere. My place is here and here is where I shall stay.”
“No Margaret. You will not stay here. You are not well. People have been talking. They have noticed your strange excursions into the back streets; they know of your association with the people of the slums.”
“And they think it strange that I should care?”
“Of course they do. It is more than strange. It is bizarre. It indicates your state of mind at the moment.”
“And you think that with me away in Scotland, they will forget that I am …what Joseph? Deranged? Mad? Because I choose to spend my time with people who lead real lives instead of wallowing in the sugar-coated emptiness of our own lives?”
“You illustrate my point perfectly. And while you are cavorting around the back streets with your faithful servant,” he mocked, “you are making yourself a laughing stock.”
“You see me as you wish Joseph. I am trying to live my life in a way that gives me peace. Surely you can’t begrudge me that little satisfaction?”
“You leave for Scotland in two days,” he said, waving his hands, dismissing her. “There will be no further discussion. You leave for Scotland with Charlotte and Sarah will have to make other arrangements.”
Maggie felt her resolve begin to crumble. Why had she ever thought she could beat the cruelty of this man? Her hands were sweating, her heart beating too fast again. She tried to control her breathing. Deep breaths. Slowly. Slowly. Like Dr. Taylor had shown her. But her head was hurting. It was too much...too much. She wanted to lie down, give in to him. Give in to everything. She couldn’t fight him. He would have his way.
She turned away from him. She had no wish to provoke him further. She looked around the room. The fire had died down to a glow and the corners of the room were growing dark. Just minutes ago, in this room she knew so well, she had felt comfortable and safe. Now her world had shifted again. Now she feared for herself and for Sarah. She knew that if she left this house, she would never come back. He wouldn’t allow her to come back. She would lose her home, she would lose Sarah.
She couldn’t let him to push her out. This was her father’s house, her mother’s room. She could almost hear them. Feel their anger. Her mind rallied against him. Only moments ago, she had felt alone; she had lost her family for good. For ever. Now, suddenly, there was a power pushing deep into her mind, giving her strength. And she knew without doubt from where it came.
She stood up straight, her legs strong, her heart slowing. Of course she could do this. Wasn’t she as loving and as giving as her mother, as strong and resourceful as her father and as innocent of any blame as her daughter? Hadn’t they loved her and hadn’t she been worthy of their love? If he hated her – then that was his fault. She had done nothing to earn his loathing.
“No Joseph,” she told him, feeling their strength urging her on. “You would have to pull me out of this house kicking and screaming. What would your precious friends think then? I will not go. I will never go. This is my home and I will stay.”
She looked hard into his face. He was angry, she’d expected that. Let him do what he would. She would equal it.
“You are sick,” he told her. “Don’t you realise that? Do you not understand how ill you are? I could have you taken away. Dr. Johns would agree with me. For your own sake – you need help.”
“I need nothing. And Dr. Johns can say what he pleases. I will not leave this house – and if you think that you can threaten me with the asylum – then save your breath. My own doctor is Dr. Taylor and he will confirm that I am as sane as you. Probably even more so.”
“You are distracted by grief. You need help.”
“Do your worst Joseph. I will not leave.”
“Then you will stay here without Sarah. She at least will leave my house,” he told her coldly.
“She stays too Joseph,” Maggie said. “She stays with me.”
“We shall see. You cross me at your peril,” he sneered, his eyes flashing black anger.
He was evil and she was afraid. But now she was not afraid for herself. She didn’t care anymore what he thought he could do to her. She was afraid for Sarah. And for Charlotte. And for Ellie. And for all the people who had to come into contact with him.
She had no knowledge that day, of Thomas Mostyn, or the workshops of the factory. Or of the cellar that stretched from one end of the building to the other. Yet, somewhere deep within her, she knew that she was looking into the face of evil and provoking it. She was challenging him to destroy her, all the time convincing herself that he would not be her downfall. Promising herself that she would be his and, at the same time, knowing that the likely outcome would be that they would destroy each other.
“Please leave now Joseph. We have nothing more to say to each other.”
“And your decision is final? You will not willingly go to Scotland?” he said, giving her once last chance to withdraw from the edge of the battle to come.
“You have my answer,” she said, turning her back on him. She waited until she heard the door close behind him before she collapsed onto the bed, her body shaking, her mind filled with a dread she had never before known.
Sarah came in a few moments later to find Maggie curled up, hugging her knees to her chest, her back to the door, shielding herself from the demons that were circling her life. They held onto each other until the shaking stopped and the demons slowly withdrew.
But they both knew that this was only the beginning of a descent into wretchedness. And they were both sure that neither one of them was strong enough to survive.
CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
Christmas Day at Westcliffe Hall was different to any other day of the year. Apart from the dinner of roast beef and boiled potatoes, there was singing and presents of oranges and sweets for the children and ale for the adults.
This magnificent spread was thanks to the Board of Guardians and members of the Committee for Reform, who, because the spirit of Christmas softened even the hardest of hearts, allowed the rules to be broken and husbands and wives, children and parents to be re-united.
On Christmas Day, the walls were adorned with evergreen garlands and the meal was eaten to the sound of the church choir, while the members of the Board of Guardians stood by and watched, congratulating themselves on a workhouse well regulated, its inmates suitably grateful.
But those who stood watching, unwilling to get too close, their clothing immaculate, their appetites well sated, mistook the inmates’ merriment for gratitude, read in their thanks the sincerity they believed they were owed. And after the festivities they returned to their fine homes, to their own fine fare, content that, as Christians and benefactors, they had done as much as they could. They had thrown their pennies into the coffers of the poor. They had appeased their God and, fortified with the best port money could buy and the comforting thought of their good deeds, they would sleep the sleep of the self-righteous.
For Lizzie, Christmas would mean a few hours of being with Thomas, talking of past Christmases. They would find a quiet moment, a part of the day when they could both sit, silently remembering their Ma and Pa. And for a while they would be sad, but then Thomas would tell her that soon they would be out of there and he would find work and they would find a place to be together, just like their Ma had wanted. It would seem possible, just for a while, this foolish dream that sustained them from one year’s end to the next.
She didn’t normally waste time on regrets and tears but on Christmas morning, with the memory of her earlier childhood filling her mind, Lizzie felt the heaviness in her heart and the tears gathering in her eyes.
The antidote to her grief was her work. She would not allow herself to indulge in sorrow for herself, or her mother and father, or her brother. It did no good, so she would not tolerate it.
She would just hold in her heart her secret wish that, somehow, somewhere, they would know that she was thinking of them. And she knew, without a doubt, that, wherever they were, if it were possible, they would be thinking of her. That was her comfort, her support.
When what she needed most was someone to wrap warm arms around her, gentle hands to wipe away her tears and a soft voice to tell her caring lies, she had only memories that were too hazy, too distant, and dreams that faded when she woke. And she had hope which, day after day in the bleakness and the harshness of Westcliffe Hall, grew harder to sustain.
Lizzie turned her loneliness into love and filled her life with the babies and the children who needed her as much as she needed them. And though she treated them all with the same amount of care, none had touched her like Ellie.
She was the quietest, most pleasant baby she had ever come across and she delighted Lizzie with big blue eyes that seemed to follow her wherever she went. It was almost as if she knew that fussing and crying would lead to nothing. Almost as if she was watching and waiting; biding her time, knowing that, when the time was right, Lizzie would come to her.
Lizzie often laughed at herself and at the eccentric flights of fancy she was prone to take as she fed and changed the infants in her charge. And she wondered at the impossibility of balancing the needs of twenty-one children, from a few weeks to five years old, when her own needs were so frequently unseen.
She had managed the nursery with the maturity of a much older woman, while inside, like so many older women do, she cried silently, like a child. But she knew that, as much as she liked working in the nursery, it wouldn’t last forever. Soon there would be other girls, younger than she was now, who would be placed in charge. There would be other work for her to do and, as she looked around the room that she had grown accustomed to and watched the children she had tended, she knew that it would break her heart to leave it.
As soon as she was old enough she would be expected to earn her wages in the factory. And then it would be the apprentice house for her. If she was lucky. If she wasn’t one of those picked out for other things by Edwin Perry.
In a few short months, she would be just what Edwin Perry was looking for. And she’d heard the tales the older women told of those girls who had taken what he offered, and then fallen victim to what he’d demanded in return. And she’d heard tell of those who’d refused him and had been taken in the quiet of the night. She’d seen for herself those who had returned to Westcliffe Hall months later, barely knowing their own names. She’d wondered about those who had never returned, but, who, so they told, were leading a joyless life in some back room with others who had thought their salvation had come, not realizing that, for them, there was no salvation.
Lizzie didn’t like to think about how it might end. Instead, at night, in the short time that all the infants slept, she held Ellie on her knee, and let her imagination paint safe comfortable pictures that would allow her peace; that would allow her to face each day, and live through each long and lonely night.
She thought about a home and a husband and a child of her own. Her house would always be warm and filled with the smell of fresh bread. She would have a baby on her hip and they would wait for her man to come home whistling, like her father always had. And her brother would be there. Thomas would always there. They would be a family and she knew it would come true because she was twelve with the whole world before her and time to take her dreams and make them real.
And then, the crying would start again and she would start to feed and change and bathe the babies, until her shift was done. Then she could go back down to the room where she slept, too tired to dream the good dreams anymore.
But for today, she would put the darkest thoughts out of her mind and enjoy the special meal and watch the old men dancing the jig while others sang and clapped out the tempo. She would listen to the old women and their tales of lives long gone and sip the bitter mead that would be passed around to everyone, regardless of age.
And best of all, she would sit with Thomas, happy just to be so close to him. When it ended, all too soon, she would go back up to the nursery to start her shift, welcoming once more the heat of the fire, the smell of the babies and the need that they had for her. And then, even though she had promised herself she wouldn’t, she would allow the tears to fall for her mother and father and for the babies whose lives depended on the goodness of others, but whose fate ultimately lay with those who would take them and use them as they saw fit.
And on that Christmas night, hoping that it would not be her last with them, she would give them all the care a twelve year old could, because she was all they had, and they were all she had, and she wished with her heart they could all have so much more.
She would try not to think of Thomas, because, though she had longed to be with him, and savoured every moment they spent together, knowing that it would be months before she could sit with him again, knowing that the only glance would be in passing, from different ends of their world, would break her already fragile heart.
And later, if she heard the footsteps on the stairs, she would sit still and silent on the chair by the fire, and pray that Edwin Perry would pass by, knowing that he wouldn’t.
She knew that she would feel his stinking breath on her face and his hot, fat hands on her body. Then he would smile, an ugly twisted smile that uncovered blackened teeth and reeked of the excesses of his weaknesses and Lizzie would feel the fear tightening in her chest and the cold water chill running down her spine, even as he backed away from her.
“Soon my angel,” he would whisper, “Soon.”
CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
At number seven, Paradise Square, Ruth sat at the table by the window, watching as the children played outside. The square was a criss-cross of footprints in the snow. At one end the beginning of a giant snowball was being rolled from one side of the square to the other, leaving behind it a dark trail of wet cobbles. At the other end, excited feet had trampled the snow into nothing more than a cold, slushy mess.
It was one of the few days of the year that Ruth would have all her family at home and, though she was pleased to have them around her, with the contentment invariably came the shadow of those she had lost along the way.
“I was just thinking,” she told her husband, “how things have changed for us, in such a short time.”
“Yes they have,” he said, knowing the way her mind was drifting. “But we’re still here Ruth. And so are our children. Don’t go getting morbid on me today of all days.”
“I’m not morbid, but you know I can’t help thinking about what we’ve lost.”
“What we’ve lost don’t compare with what we still have. Look at the children out there, screeching and shouting. They’re the ones that need us now. As long as we got them, girl, we ain’t got no worries.”
“George Parsons you always look on the bright side.”
“Ain’t no other way to do it. We got to provide for those we got out there and give them a life. They’re what we have to think about now. Anything else – well – it’s gone and there’s nothing we can do about it.”
“But not forgotten surely?”
“I’m going to gather those children out there, ours and whatever strays I pick up, and I’m going to walk ‘em the length of Brayburn Hill,” he told her, ignoring her question. “And when we get back, no doubt they’ll have red cheeks and a burning hunger.”
She watched as he pulled on his boots and she wondered if they were going to be good enough to keep out the wet. He needed new boots. But then so did the children, and as far as George Parsons was concerned, their needs must be dealt with first. Ruth knew she was lucky to have him, even though sometimes she wished he would try to understand her need to remember the children they had lost. But she knew his feelings, and she knew he meant them for the best.
“Have I ever told you you’re a good man?” she said. ‘Even though you shut out the things we have greatest need to talk about ,’ she thought.
“Not often enough,” he laughed.
“Go! Go gather the children and leave me be. I’ll be glad of the quiet. And by the time you’re back, there’ll be the best meal you’ve ever tasted, just waiting for the enjoying. And I expect you to bring back as many children as you take. No more. No less. Watch Lucy, she’s a habit of falling behind. And Harold will hide as often as…”
“I’ll take care of them. Like I always have.”
“I know that. But there’s a storm ahead and I’ll swear no more than a couple of hours light left.”
“I won’t lose them, they’ll come to no harm – and we’ll be back before you even know we’ve gone.”
“It’s just that…” she stopped as the door closed behind him. “It’s just that I can’t bear to lose no more,” she whispered as she watched him walking across the square.
She heard him shouting to the children and then, as they snaked out of the square, she counted them, Lucy, Charlie, Harold and Pearl, her little legs barely able to keep up. Then behind them, Little Will and the two boys from the bottom of the square, all following behind her George. Not a one of them with a coat warm enough to keep out the chill, nor boots good enough to keep their feet dry. But that wouldn’t stop them, she knew. Though they’d be back, chilled through, with feet sore from rubbing on wet leather, not a single voice would be raised in complaint.
She watched her husband as he swung Pearl up on his shoulders and gathered the others around him. Their laughter echoed around the square and she stood for a long time, by the window, watching and listening to the sound of their singing growing fainter as they headed for the Brayburn Hill.
Silence slowly replaced the excited babble that had been the backdrop to their Christmas Day and, just for a moment, she panicked as the image of life without her children and her husband filled her mind.
“Heavens,” she said out loud. “Supposed to be a merry day and here I am maudlin’ and sorrowin’ as if I had nothing to be happy for. And I got everything, compared to others. Everything a good man and healthy children can bring.”
He was good a man, she had no doubt about that. It had hit him hard when his father died and the farm was lost. But he’d picked himself up and found work when work was hard to come by. And he’d always loved his children. At least those whose voices echoed around the square and whose warmth filled his arms. The others - well the others - he could do nothing to help. They were gone and the only way he could deal with that was to put them out of his mind. He knew that Ruth grieved for them a little every day. He understood. But he had to deal with it in his way and he hoped that she would not hold that against him.
She didn’t. She knew that the strong man she had married was not so strong underneath, where his heart lay. And she knew that he was afraid of the feelings he thought would weaken him.
The house was quiet now with just the soft noises of the fire and the fizzle of the goose as it cooked in the oven.
They had Maggie to thank for that and though, when Sarah had left it, Ruth complained half-heartedly, that she was no charity case, she was pleased that for the first time in many years, she could give them goose for Christmas dinner. And they hadn’t been the only ones. It seemed that most, if not all the houses in Paradise Square, had been given a Christmas gift this year, all thanks to Maggie Skinner.
“Little enough,” Ruth had said to her husband. “It’s little enough when that factory runs on the sweat of most of us here, even our children. When you have to work all week just to pay the rent and even our Lucy has to work twelve hours a day just to help put food on the table.”
She thought back to that night, the first time Maggie had been to Paradise Square. It couldn’t have been a worse time for her, yet, Ruth admitted, she had not been kind to her. At least not at first. She’d had no time for the woman she thought Maggie Skinner was. The woman whose clothes were provided by the labours of good men like her husband, and children, like Lucy and little Will. But since that night, she’d discovered, albeit unwillingly, that she could like Maggie Skinner. Now she knew she was not the selfish woman she had at first believed her to be. She would never understand the circumstances that led Rose to Paradise Court, but she was sure, in her heart, that Maggie had not been to blame.
Now she was beginning to believe that Maggie Skinner had more than greed in her mind. She only had to remember Jessie and the baby and her kindness to them and to Little Will. Maggie Skinner was not as she had appeared. She was more. So much more.
Thinking about Maggie made her remember Rose. And remembering Maggie’s loss only made her own more real. She took her mantel down from the peg behind the door and swung it around her shoulders. She checked the pans on the fire. She would have time. She would make time.
She hurried, head down, along the path and into the churchyard. If George knew how often she made this journey... not that he’d be angry. Disappointed more like. Maybe worried. He’d watched as she fought to pull herself out of the misery that had engulfed her, and he was afraid of it happening again. He thought that the only way to avoid the pain was to push it away. Spend time on those who needed it.
And yet, sometimes, when he thought she wasn’t watching him, Ruth saw a look in his face and a despair in his eyes that she found easy to understand. They were his children too, but while she had grieved and drawn comfort where she could, he had hardened his heart to them. He’d had to. But she couldn’t. She never would.
As she walked through the twisted paths of the churchyard, she thought of Maggie again and, though so much still separated them, she believed that now they had much more in common than either of them would have wished for. Ruth knew the pain that Maggie had suffered, was still suffering, and she sympathised.
Her breath froze on the air and she shivered as the cold engulfed her. No matter what season, or what the weather was like, it was always cold inside the walls of St. Mark’s churchyard.
Her boots were thin, like her husband’s and as her feet grew cold and wet, she wondered again how he and the children were faring, tramping across the hills in snow that would surely have been too much for their own well-worn boots to withstand.
She put her head down and hurried towards the place where her children lay. She could see the simple cross before she reached it. The tiny mound was covered with snow and Ruth shivered. This was why he didn’t want her to come. Because she couldn’t bear the thought of them being cold. She had held them both, their tiny bodies perfectly formed. Susan and Stuart. Born together. Born too soon.
He was right. She shouldn’t have come. It only served to fill her with regret and regret wasn’t what she wanted to feel about the short time she had spent with babies who were never destined to survive.
She had time to stand for just a moment, her hand on the cross, before starting back up the path, back to the gate that would lead her to Paradise Square. He head was still bent, her shoulders stooped. Her sadness was palpable, but she knew that before she reached home, she would have locked the sadness away. Put the past to rest. George was right, she had her family to think of now. The living must always take priority over the dead; their tears and laughter are real. Their welfare must be her only concern.
For their living, breathing children, and for her husband, she would forget the pain and focus on what remained of the day.
She hadn’t really seen anyone else in the churchyard. There were others, but they were just grainy shadows, moving about their own business, immersed in their own grief, their own losses heavy on their minds.
She walked past memorials and headstones. Simple crosses some of them, like her own children’s. Some were large with angels spreading vast wings as if to guard their unseeing, unfeeling, charges. Some of the stone crosses were green with lichen, some leaning awkwardly to one side, neglected now that time had lent distance to raw grief, making it easier for those left behind to forget.
She passed simple crosses, marking the end of a humble life. An unmarked mound in some shaded corner, a pauper’s grave, an irreverent ending for those whose lives had been blighted by poverty so severe that even death would afford them no dignity. And she passed those whose lives had been blessed with wealth, and whose deaths were now symbolised with ornate and elaborate statues.
“Even here,” Ruth thought, “even in death, the poor are separated from the wealthy. Even death is no leveller of fortune.”
The mist was beginning to roll down from the Brayburn Hill, a winter mist that would soon take what little light the day afforded, bringing with it a bitter coldness that would see the children huddled around the fire for the rest of the night. She felt the touch of snow on her cheeks. The light was fading quickly now and Ruth hoped that her husband had not taken his eyes off those children. She would be pleased to see them home.
She quickened her step. This was no place to be when she had a meal to be making. When her children would need the warmth of the fire and the comfort only a mother’s arms could bring.
Maggie stood back in the shadows, watching Ruth as she hurried past, oblivious to all but her own thoughts. Maggie recognized Ruth’s sorrow. It mirrored her own.
She watched as Ruth hurried through the gates and along the path that would take her home. She wanted to reach out and offer comfort; return the concern that Ruth had shown. But she wasn’t sure that today was the right time.
Maggie knew that Ruth had little faith in her, that she still questioned her motives, her sincerity. But she also knew that they had not finished their business together. There was the finest of threads joining them. In another time, another place, they may have been friends, but here and now, she understood that they were divided by class and wealth, and mostly by misunderstanding.
She accepted Ruth’s uncertainty. Their lives were different. Maggie had never known poverty – and Ruth had never known wealth. And yet for all that divided them, there was more to unite them. The circumstances that had drawn them together, still held them together.
She sat, for a while, her thoughts full of Rose and Ellie and then, almost without a will of her own, she wandered, slowly towards Paradise Court.
She tapped gently at Ruth’s door. She wasn’t sure just what had drawn her there.
Ruth opened the door, her face flushed from the heat of the fire, her hair tousled. She looked harried, but happy. A child stood behind her, peeping out from behind her skirts, her husband sat near the fire, another child on his knee.
The two women looked at each other. Ruth saw the look on Maggie’s face and opened her arms. “I know,” she said as Maggie accepted her embrace. “I know only too well,” she whispered, leading Maggie into the warmth and noise and clutter of the Parson’s Christmas Dinner.
CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
Thomas Mostyn had been at the factory for forty-one days. Since Joseph Skinner pushed him down the steps of the cellar on that first day, he had seen nothing but the walls of the work halls in the daytime and the suffocating blackness of the cellar at night.
His arm was broken. It was his own fault. They told him so. His ribs were cracked. The bruises, at first black, had changed to purple, then blue, now they were no more than a yellowy green shadow on his white, almost translucent skin. His back was covered in cuts. They would never heal. Thomas was eight, nearly nine. He hurt – and it was all his own fault.
In the daytime the noise of the machinery thundered in his ears, the wheels turned within inches of his head. He worked until they told him to stop. Then he stumbled down the stone stairs into the dank darkness of the cellar, too tired to do almost anything but sleep, until the caretaker unlocked the door and beckoned them towards another almost unbearable day.
But just before he lay his head down on the bundle of sacks that was his bed, he felt for the rusty nail he used to make his mark on the wall and then he ran his hand along the damp bricks until he felt the marks he’d already made. He counted. Forty last night; forty crooked scratches in the wall were all to tell him how long he’d been there.
He gripped the nail in his fist and pulled it down the wall, digging in as hard as he could. Forty-one now. He’d marked every single day. Even on the days he could barely move for the pain in his arm or the aching in his ribs, he made his mark on the wall. That was how he knew how long it had been since Joseph Skinner had brought him to this place. Forty-one terrible days and nights.
Today the cellar door stayed closed and the caretaker didn’t come. The machinery above, in the factory, was still and there was no noise anywhere, except for the scratching and scuffling of the vermin and the sniffling and whispering of the others. Today was Christmas. He was almost sure. His first away from Lizzie. And today he would spend it in the filthy cellar hoping that someone would at least come with food and fresh water for him and for the others.
He thought there were about thirty of them in there, though it changed. Some left and some came, specially the girls.
There had been one girl, Thomas remembered, who screamed and kicked as they carried her up the stairs. He’d listened as she cried and begged them to leave her alone but they ignored her and she’d fallen silent. They all knew what had happened to her, but they knew not to say anything. Not to anyone - ever. Not even to each other.
Thomas swore then that the day would come when he’d find his freedom, and on that day he’d tell. He’d tell the world about Joseph Skinner and the men who took the children who had grown too tired or too ill to work. How they’d dragged them out of the cellar because they hadn’t had the strength to walk. How Jonathon Huxley had told them that they’d better not get ill or they’d end up like Sam or Albert and never be seen again. Thomas would tell it one day. He’d tell it all and he’d make people listen.
He’d thought about getting out, just running past the overlookers and out of the workrooms, across the yard and out of the gates. And on mornings when he’d felt strong enough, he’d looked around, waiting for a chance. The first time he got as far as the door to the workroom before he was caught and thrown back in the cellar. That time his arm was broken. The second time was when he’d almost reached the gate. Then he’d been thrown back in the cellar and left for days without food. Then his ribs were broken.
“You’ll learn lad,” they told him. “You’ll learn, – or you’ll have more than a few bruises to worry about.”
There’d been one time, he’d marked it on the wall with a star, when some of them decided to break out of the cellar. With minds exhausted by despair and bodies worn out with work, desperation had given them courage and they’d crept up the stairs, hoping against hope that the door at the top wasn’t locked. But it was. Of course it was. Why would they let them out, just to tell anyone who’d listen what hell they’d been in? So they banged in frustration and anger and disappointment and the door was opened. Just a little.
After that, every night, the door was opened just enough to let fresh air in. Just enough so that the caretaker could push extra food through the gap. It wasn’t much, but it had felt like a feast.
Then it stopped and they never saw the old caretaker again. The door stayed locked all night and the putrid air began to fill their lungs and the sickness began again. That was day eighteen.
Now it was day Forty-one and despite his vows to keep strong, not to give in, despite his pledge that the day would come when he was free of the cellar, Thomas Mostyn, aged almost nine, was growing weary.
When he slept, his dreams were confused. They were still of his mother and father and Lizzie, but now in his dreams, there were strange shapes he didn’t know, black twisted shapes, distorted faces shocking him back into wakefulness. But even then, when his eyes were wide opened in fear, even in the total blackness of the cellar, the grotesque shapes hung in the air and it was all he could do not to cry out.
When that happened he’d pray hard. His mother had told him of God’s kindness and compassion. “He will hear you,” she told him. “You must trust him to do what is best.”
Because he trusted his mother, he trusted God and while the faces danced in the dark, he prayed and hoped that somewhere in his vast heaven, God would take a moment to listen to his prayers.
And God must have heard, because soon the door would open and the caretaker would shout down, “In the yard, ten minutes,” and the terrible faces would disappear in the dreaded dawn of another day.
CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
Patrick O’ Neill made it no further than Liverpool. There were the taverns in Liverpool. There were the women. He could find a job on the shipping line. He could stay a week or two. Maybe even a month or two. Where was the rush? He was young and he had money. And he had Masie Jones. She could hold her liquor like no-one he’d ever known. He’d found a soul-mate and, during one particularly heavy drinking session at the Sailor’s Arms, he promised her that he would take care of her. He vowed that, with the money he had earned by giving Rose’s baby to Maggie Skinner – and then taking her back from her husband, that he would treat Miss Masie Jones like a princess.
When he woke, after that one long session, he was lying in the yard at the back of the tavern. He remembered nothing. His head hurt and when he gingerly ran his hand over his scalp he found a lump on it as big as an orange. A sticky trail of blood had settled round his collar and his left eye was puffed and closed. And his money had gone.
“I’ll kill the bitch!” he’d yelled, crashing through the doors into the bar of the tavern, his arms swinging around smashing into anyone who dared get close enough. It took four men to hold him down and he was still cursing when they closed the door on his cell.
“Patrick O’ Neill, you are nothing more than a ruffian,” the magistrate told him. “You will serve a term of twelve months in Prison.”
So on 25th December, ten days after the sour-faced magistrate had committed him to Walton Prison, Patrick lay on the wooden slatted bench in his single cell.
He was shivering, but only partly through the bitter cold that permeated the brick walls. He was shaking with the fever of abstinence. It seemed like weeks since he’d had a drink. Weeks since he’d been dragged out of the Sailor’s yard cursing the loss of his money and Masie Jones.
He had been in worse places. He wasn’t complaining about the food or the lukewarm bath every ten days. He’d had poorer places to stay and called them, ‘home’. But the drink. He’d never been so long without ale to dull the edges.
There were things inching into his mind; things like heaving maggots filling his empty thoughts with a worry he’d never known before. Feelings he couldn’t quite grasp frightened him. And the most frightening thing of all was knowing that, with each passing hour, his mind was becoming more and more clear.
The things that kept wriggling into his thoughts would not leave him until he acknowledged them. And that was what kept him awake, tossing from side to side, shivering with the cold, shaking with the fear, knowing that before long his past would rear up before him and shame him into seeing himself as he really was.
He’d prayed for the night. While he stood hour after hour, turning the handle of the crank, wondering what sick mind could have dreamt up such a pointless punishment, while his back ached and his shoulders screamed against the never ending agony, he longed for the time he could return to his cell and rest. But then, as his body adjusted to the physical demands, the days seemed to grow shorter and the nights seemed to last forever. Then he prayed for the morning. The pain his body would feel as he laboured through the day was nothing compared to the pain his mind felt as he lay alone during the night with nothing more to do than remember and regret.
Someone had told him that he only had one life and until he accepted his faults and vowed to put them right, that life would be wasted. They’d told him his life was worth too much to squander.
“Who the hell was it?” he asked himself. “Who the hell cared enough about me to…bloody ‘ell. It was! It was her. It was Rosie! Little Rosie. She deserved more than me, that’s for sure. Deserved better than she got. Better than me. And better than that scumbag of a father.”
He hated this feeling, this self loathing; this knowing that he’d never been worthy of anyone’s love. Not even the mother he idolized. Didn’t he eat her food, until she collapsed from the fever, too weak to fight it? Hadn’t she given him everything she could so he wouldn’t go hungry in that god-forsaken place that threw dry bread at you like it was giving you a king’s feast?
And then she died and still he took their food. When he should have been fighting and shouting and screaming at the unfairness, he took their food because he was weak and spineless. He took their food and thanked them, grateful for their small mercies. And as he ate the pitiful offerings of the workhouse, he locked his mother away somewhere deep in his memory and forgot her while he tried to survive in a world that taught him its harsh ways, then punished him for using them.
Like thousands of other, Patrick O’ Neill grew out of his childhood quickly.
Now, without the drink, he recalled too readily the soft face of his mother and her gentle words. He realised that he’d disappointed her. He could see clearly just what he’d allowed himself to become.
Wherever she was, if she could see him, hear him, feel him, she would know about Rosie and her daughter. She would know how he’d given the baby to Bertha Mason, not caring that she was evil – knowing and not caring. His mother would be weeping now.
It was then that he felt the tear on his cheek, and too far sunken into his well of self-pity and self-loathing to realise it was his own, he shouted for his mother and for Rosie, until at last his warders came, shackled him and hauled him down to the cell where he could shout as much as he wanted.
So, in the deepest part of the prison, in the basement cell where no-one would hear his agony, where he could scream and cry until his soul ran dry, Patrick O’ Neill spent Christmas Day, trying to forget everything he was beginning to remember.
CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
There had been no Thomas to share Lizzie’s Christmas Day. She had looked for him, searched every face, asked the other boys, questioned the men and the women, desperately searched the big hall for any sign that he was still there.
But Thomas had gone and she was alone, fearing for the safety of her brother - and herself.
She was almost thirteen. Soon they would find her a position. If she was lucky, it would be in one of the big houses at the edge of town. If not, it would be the factory and the apprentice house. And, if she was very unlucky, her future would lie in the hands of Edwin Perry and she would spend her days in the back rooms of the city taverns.
The older women told her, “Expect nothing but the back rooms and Edwin, then you won’t be disappointed girl.”
They were nothing but rumours. They didn’t know. Not for sure. But the girls who went with Edwin Perry didn’t show their faces again and some said it was because they’d made their money, found themselves a good man and settled. Others said they’d fallen too low even for the workhouse and spent their lives down the alleyways, begging for whatever they could get.
And some said – once Edwin Perry had his hands on you – once he’d picked you out - it didn’t matter what happened. You were already dead on the inside.
Lizzie had felt his hands, heard his whispered promises and threats. Tonight, now that Thomas was gone, her fears were beginning to swamp her thoughts and she knew there was nothing to stop her. The time was close. She wouldn’t wait any longer.
Tonight she would leave Westcliffe Hall. At least then she would be able to make her own choices. And when she was outside these walls, she would look for Thomas. She would go to Aunt Martha, sure that she would, forgetting that, since she had heard the door closed behind Martha, there had been no word, no contact, nothing from their mother’s sister. Aunt Martha had forgotten them.
“But I ain’t leaving you behind, that’s for sure,” Lizzie told Ellie. “With a crippled foot and all, all the good looks in the world won’t help you. Only be the death of you for you’ll be good for one thing only, and once they’ve taken that – you’ll end up like the rest of ‘em, leaning on the walls of the tavern and waiting for the next one with money to tuck down your bodice. I ain’t going to let that happen to you.”
She waited until midnight when The Master and Hannah would be in their rooms and Edwin would be in the tavern throwing money at those who would, in return, tolerate his company.
She sat in the rocking chair and watched as the hours ticked away, and recalled her mother’s words ‘Look after yourself, look after your brother and be true to what you know is right.’
Now she didn’t know where her brother was, didn’t even know if he was still alive, and though she had tried, as much as she could, to look after herself and to keep the values her mother had given to them, she knew that, once she became thirteen, she would be powerless to defend herself against the demands of Edwin Perry.
“If I am to look after myself, I have to leave here,” she told herself. “Me and the child. I can’t leave that child no matter that I know it is wrong to take her. I have lost my brother to this world of want, I will not allow it to destroy this child.”
She sat still for a while until the noises of the workhouse became quiet. She wrapped a blanket around her shoulders and took what she hoped would be a final look around the room.
She wore all the clothes she had and still worried that they would be too little to keep out the cold. She tiptoed across to where Ellie lay and lifted her, careful not to disturb the others who shared her cot. “Shush,” she said to the infant as her eyes opened. “Shush now. We are going to find a life.”
She held the baby close and wrapped the blanket around them both. “The air will be cold, you stay here next to me and you’ll come to no harm,” she said, reassuring herself that her plan would work, refusing to contemplate the consequences if it didn’t.
She moved slowly down the unlit stairs, listening for the sounds of crying from the nursery. If just one of the babies woke, she would have to turn back.
She reached the bottom stair, breathing a sigh of relief. She listened for sounds. There was nothing. The big door was along the passageway, past the Master’s room. It should be locked, workhouse rules. But it wouldn’t be. Any earlier and it would have been, but Edwin Perry didn’t come back until the early hours of the morning, and Hannah wouldn’t be disturbed. So, after the workhouse fell silent for the night, she turned the key and left the door unlocked for her son.
It was supposed to be Hannah’s secret. Even Frederick didn’t know. But Lizzie knew. And all the rest of the inmates knew. There wasn’t much they didn’t know.
Others had taken that way out. In the middle of the night when the nightmares got too much, they’d slipped out through the door, grateful for the night-time habits of Edwin Perry. Then Hannah would tell her husband that they must have taken off through the pauper’s yard and over the wall and Frederick filled his book in accordingly. Neat pages. Neat writing. All in order and under control.
Lizzie took off her shoes, afraid that even the worn-down soles would make too much noise. The stones were cold and the chill made her shiver. The baby wriggled and Lizzie held her tighter.
“Hush,” she whispered earnestly, looking around, listening for any sign that they had been heard.
She kept close to the wall, ducking below the level of the window in the door to the Master’s office. She could hear muted laughter coming from inside and she slid silently past.
“So far, so good,” she whispered.
And then she heard the breathing. Heavy breathing, right behind her. She stood still, every nerve in her body screaming, waiting for the hands to snake around her again, holding her in the way she hated. She listened for the words that would repulse her; his mouth on her ear, sickening her.
But they didn’t come. There was no-one. And Lizzie realised that the heavy breathing was her own. She turned around quickly, needing to see for herself that no-one was there. The corridor was empty. It stretched behind her, silent and bare.
She stood flattened against the wall fighting to get her breathing under control. At that moment, with the adrenalin coursing through her veins, she felt like the luckiest girl in the world. She had thought Edwin had found her. But she was still safe. She was almost free.
Twelve more yards and she would be at the door. She couldn’t stop now. She fought the urge that told her to turn around. Go back to the nursery where at least Ellie would be warm and have food and be safe. She could live with what could happen to herself, as long as the baby was safe. And she would be, until she was old enough. Then the thought of those hands and that foul mouth on this child gave Lizzie the strength to go forward.
She slid her feet slowly along the floor, keeping her body pressed up against the wall. One step, two. Three, four, five... Still no sound. At last the door was there right in front of them and all she needed to do was turn the big handle and be free.
She slipped her shoes back on and curled her hand around the door handle. “Last chance,” she thought. “I can open it and go. Or I can turn back.”
The biggest part of her wanted to go through the door and keep going. But there was still the voice that begged her to turn back. Stay with what she knew. And she almost did. Almost.
She turned the handle slowly and pulled the door, waiting for the squeal of the hinges. But it slid open silently and she slipped through pulling it noiselessly behind her.
She moved cautiously down the stone steps. In every direction the trees swayed and shadows danced. But they were nothing but shadows, and Lizzie tried to believe that the shadows couldn’t hurt her any more.
“Out,” she said, proudly. “We are out. Now our lives will be our own. And what we make of them will be up to God and ourselves.”
She walked as quickly as she could, fighting the urge to run, knowing that she would tire too soon. But the workhouse loomed large behind her and, despite her resolve, she found herself running, putting as much distance as possible between herself and the building, which had, for so long been her home.
She was excited and she was terrified. She was leaving the workhouse to face the uncertainty of an unknown future. It had, by no means, been a perfect home for a child who had lost so much, but it was a home she had become accustomed to. The rooms inside the workhouse had been, if not warm, at least dry and filled with people she had grown to know.
Hannah had always been fair. Not pleasant. But fair. The Master had walked around his head high, a cold expression on his face, his hands behind his back. Though unreceptive to their fears, their needs, he was at least not deliberately cruel.
Now she was outside in the vastness of the night and the world felt huge. She felt the weight of her responsibility. Ellie slept sound but Lizzie was aware of her every breath and even with the child settled in her arms, she felt more alone than she ever had before.
Everywhere she looked was space. Here there were no walls other than those in her own mind. And those imagined walls offered her no safety. No comfort.
She’d listened to the stories of the old vagrants. They came and went, wandering in and out of the workhouse whenever the need took them. They brought tales of the town and told of the drunkards that littered the streets.
They told of gangs of boys, no older than Thomas, begging and stealing and sleeping in the fields that surrounded the town and for the first time she allowed herself to wonder how, with no money, with no work, and with a child in her arms, she was to survive this world she knew nothing of.
In the nursery it had seemed so clear, but now Lizzie wasn’t quite so sure. She held on tightly to the baby, and walked on, until her legs began to ache and tiredness began to overtake her.
“We’ll rest a little and then we’ll go on,” she said as she sat on the cold, damp ground, her sack beside her. She had put in it all that she had been able to take from the nursery: cloth napkins and two glass bottles with a mixed a feed of flour and water in each and a spare set of clothing for the child.
For herself, a slice of bread saved from supper, the clothes she wore and the blanket she wrapped around them both was all she had. She tucked Ellie close into her body, instinctively shielding her from the wind that was beginning to whirl around them.
The valley lay below them lit by the light of the full moon. Christmas night settled over Darley Vale. The factories were still and now, with no cloud of bitter black smoke shrouding the town, Lizzie could see clearly the chimneys huddled together; slumbering shadows waiting for the fires that would stir them back to life.
For now, from where she sat, the town looked peaceful, though she knew that that was nothing more than an illusion. She marvelled at the hugeness of the skies, the size of the moon and its whiteness and the dark shapes dotted on its surface. She was amazed at the brilliance of stars she had, for such a long time, only seen through a tiny square of glass in the workhouse roof.
Despite her uncertainties, the wonder of it filled her heart, “Oh it is lovely to be here. Though the wind has a bite I had quite forgotten and the fields stretch into a darkness blacker than I remember, the air is crisp and the smell so clean and beautiful,” she said, lying back on the grass and gazing up to the millions of stars. “Just a few minutes rest and we’ll be gone. There are miles to go before morning.”
For a while her mind was filled with the trust of innocence and the future became a welcoming adventure. She would go to Aunt Mabel. They would be there in the morning. Just a walk across the Brayburn Hill and down into the valley and they would be there. Aunt Mabel wouldn’t turn them away. She would find work for Lizzie, help her care for the child and even help find Thomas again. And then their future would begin.
The words of the old women at the workhouse, the awful memories of Edwin Perry, the terrible feeling of loss when she couldn’t find Thomas, the cold feeling of abandonment when Aunt Mabel left them, were all replaced by the thoughts of her mother and brother and father. Her memory of them had been slowly slipping away, now their faces were clear in her mind. In her misty half-awakened state, Lizzie had no doubts that, soon, she would be happy again.
They found her there the next morning. She hadn’t felt the cold creeping over her body. She had lain down, just for a moment and slept, her body weak from years of slow starvation, and weary with the worry that no child should have to bear. They had found her, curled up under the hedge, the frost covering her clothes, her hands curled in fists, frozen on ground that had become hard and unyielding.
They stood, each one of them, cap in hand, as they looked at the child and wondered what misfortune had led her to lie under the hedge on the kind of bright clear night that always brought a vicious dawn frost.
They’d taken her to the convent. Her and the baby who still slept soundly in the poor girl’s arms.
Sister Frances had lifted Lizzie’s still frozen body out of their arms and gently placed her on the bed. She pulled up the blanket and tucked it under her chin, almost covering her face, hesitating just for a moment to wonder at the gentle smile she still wore.
“This poor child had the sweetest of dreams while she slept,” she told the men. “Her baby is going to be fine. She is cold, but she will survive. The child held her close to her chest and wrapped her well.”
“What of the girl. Will it be a pauper’s burial for her?”
“You speak to soon. The child is not dead.”
“Not yet. But soon. No-one can survive a night like last night. Who knows how long she’d been there.”
“Well, we’ll do the best we can, but I think that it may be out of our hands. All we can do is pray.”
“Then,” said the tallest of the men, “I don’t know what others think, but I can find a little, and if they can find as much, then I’ll not settle for her lying in some corner of the graveyard, unmarked and forgotten.”
There was a chorus of agreement and the sister nodded her head.
“This world may be a wicked place for those who have nothing but the charity of others to rely on,” she told them gently, “but I see in your faces the hope for the future. You could have passed by. Many would. But thanks to you, this poor girl will be cared for and a baby, who might have died, will live and that is something for you to think about when you lie in your own beds tonight.”
“That’s all we ask. Treat her well.”
“She will be cared for. But you have given up all hope and you mustn’t. God is kind…”
“Begging your pardon sister, but, speaking for myself at least, if God had meant her to live, he wouldn’t have led her to that moor on the coldest night of the year.”
“We don’t question him,” she said softly. “We just do his bidding. Pray for this child and her baby and God may yet surprise you with his mercy.”
CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
January was a punishing month for most.
It was still dark, the sky overloaded with stars when Will eased Little Will out of his bed and lifted him up onto his shoulders. “I don’t want to do this lad, you know that, but we got to eat so we got to work,” he told him as Jessie handed him his tin with bread and cheese, enough for them both.
“It’s hard for him Will,” she said, stroking the hair out of the sleepy eyes. “I wish we didn’t have to do this.”
“Aye, I know it’s hard, but he knows we depend on him. He’s a good lad, he’ll cope,” he told her.
They joined the line of others heading towards the factory. Their breath froze in clouds in front their faces as they trudged over frost-whitened cobbles.
Little Will began to wake and slipped his arms around Will’s neck, wishing with all his young heart that he could stay there forever. Will held him tighter, wrapping his arms around him, shielding him from the cold.
He carried him until they reached the gates of the factory, and then put him down on the ground, holding his hand, not wanting to give him up to a day that would tax a man, let alone a six year old.
“Look at you,” he said, pulling Little Will’s jacket tight around the small shoulders, “half dressed and half asleep.”
He knew Little Will shouldn’t be there. He knew he was too young. But there was no choice. His own wages barely paid the rent. And with a new baby, every penny Little Will could earn, sweeping the yard, running the errands, would be needed. And they’d promised him that was all Little Will would do. Just sweeping and errands. Nothing more.
He knew there was no choice. But that didn’t make Will feel any better about it.
Joseph Skinner’s manager stood at the gate, counting them in. Jonathon Huxley was no great admirer of Joseph’s method’s and at times he despaired at the things he had to do, but, to his mind, his family needed feeding as much as the next man’s.
“Now then,” Jonathon shouted, “don’t hang about there. You’ve five minutes before your shift starts.”
William stooped down and took Little Will by the shoulders, “Look lad,” he said, “just do your best. Nobody’ll ask more. Do as you’re told and you’ll be alright. Come over to me for breakfast, Jessie’s packed some cheese and bread, and if you get tired and maudlin’ just think on about when that hooter goes tonight and I lift you up and give you a ride home top o’ me shoulders. Jessie’ll be waiting with supper and we’ll have a feast you and me.”
Little Will nodded his head sleepily. As young as he was, he knew that he’d be too tired to eat his supper before he laid his head in bed.
Will looked down at him, feeling a bitterness that rose like bile in his throat. Bitterness against the way it was and always would be. He felt the shame of having to use a boy to earn enough to feed them all.
“There should be no need of it,” he thought. “To drag this child out of his bed in the dark cold of a January day; to work a twelve hour shift so we can afford just enough food and coal and pay the landlord’s rent. There should be no need of it.”
And men like Joseph Skinner who had the power and the wealth and the means to help – wouldn’t. All they did was take, take and then take more. They gave nothing in return, except for the pittance they called pay. It was unjust, it was brutal - but it was life and he could do nothing about it.
He’d seen and heard of those who wanted to take this land and turn it into a place that was fairer and kinder to everyone. In his heart and in his mind, Will stood right alongside them. He had never been afraid to fight. Never. But there was more than him to think about. What would become of Jessie and the baby and Little Will if he wasn’t there to look after them?
Good men were too few and their voices were too small when pitted against the voices of the Masters of the factories and the Lords of the land. Fairness for all was not something that Will could see happening in his lifetime and on a morning like this when the cold burned into fingers and toes and cut through thin clothing, when he had to drag a lad out of bed to help him earn enough to feed his family, the bitterness was a blistering force he had to fight to restrain.
At one time, he would have complained to anyone who would listen. But now he had a wife and a baby and a boy he loved just as much as he did his own son. Now he kept his own counsel and allowed the bitterness to fester inside where it did most harm to him and least to those who depended on him.
He watched as Little Will joined the line of ragged children making their way through the gates the factory and he vowed that, as soon as he could, he would take him away from the filth and the sweat of Joseph Skinner’s works. He would make sure he was educated. He would see that he learned a trade; became someone who could be proud of himself, instead of someone who lived under the spectre of people like Joseph Skinner and Jonathon Huxley.
The fire that burned in Will’s belly had not died. His voice shouted in the silence of his anger while his fists flayed in his thoughts, laying down those that would hurt him or his family. In his mind he fought the battle that called to him in his every waking moment. He felt the stirrings in the world around him. Not just his own discontent. Not just his own anger. But the unrest of all whose lives echoed his own.
The day would come – and soon he hoped – when their voices would be heard. Then Will would shout out. Then he would stand proud with them, ten, twenty deep, demanding their rights. No more, no less.
He’d do it, no fear. Soon. When the time was right. When the time was theirs.
Until that time, he bit back the rage, swallowed his pride, bent his head and joined his own line snaking through the cavernous workshop to the machines that would work them until they had little left save the energy to drag themselves back to the hovels they called home. Then they would lay their heads down again, until the next shift beckoned.
Standing small beside the towering mass of steel, among the shutters and drives and bolts that commanded his day, his dreams dissolved; his wishes had no substance, his desires no hope of being fulfilled. He was aware of the futility of his thoughts. But those thoughts, those beliefs, were all that kept him getting up in the morning, and staying at his machine. That and the needs of his family.
And, he reminded himself, at least he did have a job. Not a good job – but a job. And who knew, one day, if he kept his head down, who knew what he could make of himself.
He still had hope. He was a young man. There was still a future. If not for him, then for Little Will. Things had to change one day – and that could only be for the better.
But at that moment as the day was just beginning, as the factory was just starting to buzz with life, Will had no idea what troubles lay in store. He had no idea of the twists and turns his life was about to take.
CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
Sarah’s days were numbered. She knew that. She’d heard the exchanges between Maggie and Joseph Skinner on Christmas Day. She knew he wanted her out of his house and she knew, no matter what Maggie said, or how she pleaded, Joseph wouldn’t rest until he had his way.
In a way he was right. She was getting older. And she was tired. If she wasn’t so fond of Maggie, and if she had family of her own, she’d have gone a long time ago. But she was fond of Maggie – and she was staying.
She’d found the diary amongst Rose’s things, a pathetic sack of clothes and jewellery that Ruth had brought round just days after her death. “I gathered what I could find. I don’t even know if Mrs. Skinner will want them,” Ruth told her.
Sarah had taken them straight up to Rose’s room and tipped the contents out on the bed. She’d picked them up one at a time, holding them to her cheek, the feel of them and the smell of them, bringing Rose back, just for the moment. She’d smoothed her hand over Rose’s mantel, feeling the rough weave of the wool, twisting the toggle fastening, fighting the tears. And when she’d found the book hidden in the lining…
“You want to speak to me Sarah?” Joseph said startling her. They were in his study. Maggie was out. A walk to clear her head she’d told Joseph. Only Sarah knew that she would be visiting her lost daughter.
“I said, did you want to speak to me?” he repeated.
“Oh yes. Sorry Sir. My mind – wandering. I’m not as young as I used to be.”
“True Sarah. I was just saying the same thing myself, no more than a week ago.”
“Well Sir, that’s what I want to speak to you about – if you have the time that is.”
“You wish to leave? Is that it?” he said. ‘No doubt, with your tendency to listen at doors, you will have heard that I have concerns about you that I have already taken up with your mistress. You will have heard that we have agreed that it is time for someone a little more able to take your place.”
“Well, no Sir. I…”
“I shall give you a month’s wages. It’s more than I need to do and I trust that you will be grateful. Perhaps grateful enough to leave as soon as possible. By tomorrow. That is more than fair.”
“No Sir. You have it wrong. I’m not here to resign, far from it,” she said. “I am here to tell you that I won’ be going anywhere. Not now. Not ever.”
Joseph threw his head back and laughed. Sarah watched him. He was everything she hated. Let him laugh. She had the diary.
“You are mad. You really must be mad,” he said. “Gather your things together and go. Out of my sight.”
“I’m sorry Sir, but I can’t. I won’t. Not until we’ve spoken and then I think that you will agree it is best for me to stay.”
Joseph stood up from his chair and leaned over the desk. “You are annoying me, Sarah - and yet you intrigue me. What makes you think you can stand there and talk to me like that? What has possessed your feeble mind today?”
“I have been reading.”
“Really?”
“I have been reading a diary. A diary of a young girl’s last few weeks and … Sir, if you would bear with me, just for a moment, I think it would be wise if you listened to what I have to say.”
“You are giving me orders? In my own house? For such insolence, I should put you out this minute”
“Yes,” she said. “Perhaps you should. But then you would deny me the chance to say my piece and I would feel obliged to tell it elsewhere.”
“You are serious,” he said, the first stirrings of concern beginning to show in his manner.
“I am Sir. Very serious.”
Joseph poured himself a generous brandy. There was something about Sarah’s manner that worried him. She was too sure of herself. Too confident. She was no more than a servant. He should be able to dismiss her without another thought… and yet.
He paced the room, one hand behind his back, the other gripping the brandy glass. He knew Sarah was talking about Rose. And a diary? Would Rose have kept a journal? If she had and if Sarah had read it, then Joseph had a problem.
“My wife is still out?”
“She is.”
“And Charlotte?”
“There is no-one here but you and me. No-one will disturb us.”
“Then,” Joseph said, walking across the room to stand in front of her, “you should be afraid. I could…”
“Begging your pardon Sir and not wanting to interrupt, but we should get down to business. Miss Maggie,” she said, just to let him know that her relationship with Maggie was still strong. “Miss Maggie won’t be out for ever. Neither will Charlotte.”
Joseph stepped back from her. “You have centre stage. Let us see this little act you have prepared – and afterwards you can collect your things and leave.”
The room was warm and Sarah was uncomfortable. Now that the moment was here she was not so bold.
“Well?” Joseph said. “I’m waiting.”
“The diary. Rose’s diary,” she began, watching his face. “I have it.”
“I am not aware of any diary,” he said.
“It tells of her days with Patrick O’ Neill. And it speaks in great detail of the child she was carrying.”
Joseph was quiet for a moment before he replied. “And you’ve read it?” he asked.
“Every painful word. And every word condemns you.”
“And so now you think that I am – what Sarah? What do you think of me?”
“What I think of you is of no concern. My only concern is the damage that you did to Rose and the pain you still inflict on Miss Maggie.”
Joseph reached out lifting a cigar from its box. He cut the end and put it between his lips, his eyes never leaving Sarah’s face.
He didn’t doubt what she was saying. She was telling the truth and she knew it was the truth.
“The imagination of a confused mind. She was with child – away from home. She had taken up with Joseph O Neill. You can’t believe it. No-one can.”
“And yet there is no question in your mind as to what it says? You don’t even ask what it is that I have read?”
“No interest to me.”
“Because you know what the diary says, how it condemns you. You know what you did. Every word Rose has written is the truth.”
“And suppose I play your game? Suppose I accept what you say, not that I do, but let me step into your world, for just one moment. What are you hoping to achieve?”
“Peace. For Miss Maggie. For me.”
“So Sarah, how much will this “peace” cost me?”
“I can’t be bought by your money,” she said defiantly.
“But your silence is for sale, surely, otherwise you would not be here talking to me.”
“I want to be sure that Miss Maggie is taken care of. I want to be here with her. I will not leave her. I don’t want her to see the diary. But if I have to – if I have to use it to protect her – then I shall make its contents known.”
“So that is the price of your silence. That you keep your position here?”
“Yes,” She told him.
“You must think me stupid,” Joseph said, lighting his cigar and leaning back in his chair. “Tell me what you really expect to gain from this little plot of yours.”
“Just what I said. No more. I will be happy to know that I can stay here as long as I am needed.”
“But I don’t need you.”
“You are not my concern.”
Joseph stood again and moved from behind his desk. He took his brandy glass and refilled it, swirling the liquid around in the glass, using the interlude to consider his options.
“Of course,” he said, standing behind her. “I could simply get rid of you now. The house is empty. No-one would know. I could do this…” he said, snaking his arm around Sarah’s neck and pulling her back. “I could do this until you stop breathing. And then I could kick your body down the cellar steps. A tragic accident.”
Sarah choked and pulled at his arm. The end of the cigar was too close to her cheek. She could feel the heat. Then pain as he pushed the end against her skin. “The …diary. The….diary...” she managed to say.
He released his hold and leaned down next to her ear. “Of course I wouldn’t do that,” he said. “I wouldn’t really hurt you. That would be stupid. As you say, you have the diary.”
He stood up straight, picked up his brandy walked slowly back behind his desk.
“So, you see Sarah, we have a stalemate,” he said, sitting down, stretching his legs in front of him. “You have something that I want – and I want it free of charge. That is, you are in no position to barter. You will fetch me the diary now and then you will pack your things and leave this house.”
“No Sir, I won’t,” Sarah said. Her throat was hurting and the pain on her cheek was intense. She spoke with difficulty “The diary is safe. I am not so stupid that I would leave it where you could find it. You can’t get your hands on it. Nor can I. Or at least, not easily.”
“Where is it?” he asked. “Tell me now and save yourself. Perhaps Charlotte will tell me – if I am persuasive enough.”
“Charlotte knows nothing about it. I have read every page, every word of that book and I have said nothing to anyone. I couldn’t. So your secret is safe. The diary is safe.”
“You will tell me Sarah, or be sure that you will suffer.”
“And you be sure that I will make the contents known,” she said. “All I want from you is that you allow me to stay here in this house and I will keep what I know to myself. I have no wish to have Rose’s memory tarnished and I have no wish to see Miss Maggie hurt more than she has been.”
“And that is all you are asking of me?”
“That is all.”
He sat in silence. The seconds stretched into minutes. The minutes dragged by slowly. Sarah watched as his face turned from anger to concern and from concern to alarm.
The door bell clanged, shattering the silence. Sarah jumped. “That will be Miss Maggie back,” she said, relieved to be able to leave the room.
“Then go,” Joseph said, waving his hand, dismissing her. “Let me consider this.”
“There is nothing to consider. I have read that book. I know what it will do to you.”
“And if you stay? Am I to be subjected to your blackmail each day? Am I to be humbled in the presence of one of my own servants?”
“I am a servant in your house. Nothing more. I want it to stay that way. That is all I ask. As far as anyone is concerned, nothing has changed. Treat me the way you always have. Miss Maggie’s welfare is my only concern.”
“Go then. Tend to your duties. And say nothing Sarah, I warn you, say nothing. You have caught me off guard. But that won’t last. You shall stay as long as I have no choice in the matter, but take heed, I shall do all I can to find this book and when I do – and I will – then beware Sarah. Beware.”
CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT
Jeremiah Mandrake sat behind his desk, his head bent so low it seemed almost to be resting on the document which commanded his total attention. Maggie stood silent, for minutes it seemed, before tapping again, more firmly, on the open door.
Without lifting his head or raising his eyes or seeming in any way to have noticed her presence, he waved his hand to beckon her in.
She came slowly into the cluttered room, picking her way through the bundles of papers that lay in piles on a carpet whose pattern had long since been lost to the passage of time and the constant wear of the absent-minded pacing of two generations of Mandrakes.
Everywhere there had been space, tubes of yellowing documents, tied with red ribbon and sealed with the wax seal of Mandrake and Son, leaned against walls and lay in confused abundance, leaving little room for the two uncomfortable looking chairs intended for visitors and clients.
Maggie took the chair closest to the door, directly facing him, and sat quite still and silent waiting for a response, but as his head remained bent, she allowed her attention to wander along walls lined with bookcases holding, it seemed, hundreds of leather bound volumes, heavy with knowledge, sullied by dust. Their gilt-lettered titles were almost impossible to read in the dimness of the room, but their richness intrigued her.
They seemed almost too grand for this dingy room where people’s problems and hopes, futures and pasts were condensed into parchment scrolls, poured over by clerks, argued over by those who considered themselves educated enough to negotiate the twists and turns of England’s laws, and presided over by those deemed wise enough to decide the fate of its citizens, whose lives would be forever changed for good, or for bad. For every winner, there must be a loser. For every victory a defeat.
That thought lay heavy on Maggie’s shoulders. She had not thought of defeat before. Not in those terms. She had accepted the possibility of disappointment – even the probability of it – but she had never thought of the search to find Ellie as a battle to be fought and won – or lost. And now that she had, the awful realisation of her husband’s strengths and her own weaknesses washed over her making her to fear her own capacity to endure the battle that would ensue once Joseph became aware of her actions.
He had the power, the wealth, the authority, while all she had was her passion and resolve and longing to put matters right for the sake of the memory of Rose.
She had nothing but her determination and fragile resolve; nothing but the love she felt for the daughter she had lost, the granddaughter she may never know and the ever present yearning to hold them both. Too late for Rose, she knew. And now for Ellie? She felt an icy chill trickle down her back and she shuddered.
She turned her attention from the bookshelves, back again to the shiny smooth head that, despite her delicate cough, remained bent. She knew that she had to persuade this man to help her. Now was not the time for her misgivings to defy her resolve. This moment, she realised, would determine whether the search for Ellie began, or failed before it had even started. Her ability to persuade Mandrake Junior would be vital.
Dr. Taylor had spoken to him on her behalf, but it seemed the firm of Mandrake and Son was not keen to help. She was, after all, Joseph Skinner’s wife and that, according to Mandrake Junior, made her an unappealing prospect. Maggie knew she had much to do to reverse his opinion, which was based solely on what he knew of her husband.
She saw, from where she sat, what appeared to be rather small man. His back arched in a strange manner, as if he’d been sitting, folded over his desk for so many years that his body had grown comfortable in its own irregular shape.
Though his head was devoid of hair, he had large sideburns, which reached down the line of his jaw.
She couldn’t see his face, so she allowed her imagination to determine her impressions. She began to anticipate the coldness of the man who ignored her, her fears colouring her judgment. She knew, without seeing them, that his eyes would be hard and unfeeling and his mouth tight and fixed in a permanent scowl. His forehead would be furrowed with the lines of his displeasure … and then she stopped, realising that her thoughts were describing her own husband. She shook her head, frustrated at her willingness to allow herself to be unsettled by Joseph, even when he was not there. Even though he had no idea that she was consulting Mandrake and Son, she still felt his presence.
She concentrated again on the shine of the still bent head and the more she became lost in her imaginings, the more she compared the man before her to her husband and the more she became sure that Mandrake Junior was about to crush her hopes.
Until she heard a sharp cough and looked into soft brown eyes that seemed to show a kindness at odds with his behaviour.
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said. “I think I may have been staring. I apologise.”
“No apology necessary,” he told her. His eyebrows were bushy and as grey as his beard and an ample moustache grew haphazardly under a slightly bulbous nose. She was surprised to see compassion in his ruddy face, and immediately and naively allowed herself to believe that Dr. Taylor had been right to encourage her to come here on this bitter January morning.
“I’m Margaret Skinner,” she said. “Your clerk told me to come straight in. I was not aware that I was disturbing you.”
“You didn’t disturb me,” he said, leaning back in his chair, stretching long legs out before him and crossing his hands over his stomach, surprising her again as his back became ramrod straight. “But, I am a busy man, so I will come straight to the point for both our sakes. I’m sorry to disappoint you - I know that your problems are of vital concern to you, but I find myself unable to help you at this time.”
“But Dr. Taylor told me…” she felt her hopes dissolve again.
He held up his hand. “Please Mrs. Skinner, don’t misunderstand me. I am sympathetic to your problems and I have spoken at length to Dr. Taylor. I have considered your predicament but I cannot help you at this time.”
“But this is very important to me,” she protested. “I have been sitting here, patiently for quite a while and I cannot believe that you would dismiss me without even giving me the courtesy of listening to my reasons for coming here.”
He looked at her for a long moment, never taking his eyes from her face and Maggie, tempted to look away, anywhere so she would not have to face this rejection so soon in the interview, steeled herself to look right back.
“Yes – you are right,” he said at last. “I am being ungallant and rude. But I still cannot help and no matter how I say it – the meaning will still be as clear. I cannot help you with your problem.”
“My problem, as you call it - involves a missing child,” she said. “And I rather feel from your tone that you will not, rather than cannot help.”
“That may well be,” he said, leaning forward, once more folding into his own strange shape. “And I believe that my decision will stand, but, with due courtesy to Dr. Taylor, I will at least give you a few minutes of my time.”
“Then I thank you for that Mr. Mandrake,” she said bitterly.
“Now I understand that this is your granddaughter that you consider – well – missing.”
“I don’t consider her missing. She is missing.”
“But you are aware that there is little you can do. You have no legal responsibilities or duties to the child.”
“All I know is that she is missing, possibly in danger.”
“Mrs. Skinner, believe me, no matter what you may think, I have no wish to upset you,” he told her. “Dr. Taylor has told me of your misfortune and your subsequent poor health and I have no desire to make your situation worse, but I cannot take the time to find a child, who could be anywhere, and who, should I be successful in tracing her, will not find a home with you or your husband. Providing of course that she needed one. There is every possibility that she is well cared for.”
Maggie clasped her gloved hands together, placed them on the desk and leaned across towards him, until their faces were as close together as the desk would allow. She was aware of the total silence in the room, the dark corners, their shadows lengthening in the advancing afternoon, the muted rattle of the wheels in the street outside. Normal life. But not for her. Never again for her.
“Mr. Mandrake,” she said, “I am fully aware that the task that I have set for myself and would, with your agreement set for you, is a difficult one, but I ask you to at least give consideration to what I have to say, then, if you decide that you cannot help, I will leave your office and you will never see me again. All I ask is that you give me the chance to explain.”
He was silent for a moment, regarding the woman who sat before him. She was not what he had imagined. He had imagined the wife of Joseph Skinner to be more demanding. A woman who had been happy to enjoy the proceeds of her husband’s dubious business; a hard woman with a hard expression. He had imagined a temper turning powdered cheeks red as she sat in the chair while he deliberately ignored her.
And yet here were no hard, demanding eyes, no flush of annoyance. Here was nothing more than a face filled with sorrow and little self-belief, eyes clouded with thoughts that no mother should have to endure and a gentle mouth that trembled slightly each time she spoke. She pleaded rather than demanded. Requested rather than commanded.
Her hair was tied back, yet tendrils had escaped the hat that sat askance on her head as if it were not the most important matter in her life that she should look her very best to face the world. A woman with much on her mind. Margaret Skinner was definitely not the lady he had thought she would be.
Initially, he had been reluctant to even consider Dr. Taylor’s request that he offer this woman his help. Knowing of Joseph Skinner, he had no wish to be of service to either him or his wife, But Dr. Taylor was a friend and though he had thought him misguided as far as Mrs. Skinner was concerned, Mandrake Junior had agreed that he would see her, if only to dismiss her request. That would have to satisfy Dr. Taylor. Friend or not, there was a limit to Mandrake’s abilities – and even more of a limit to his generosity.
Mandrake Junior also had a wife and two daughters of whom he was in total awe. He loved them all to distraction. They brought out his softer side. He had one; he just didn’t like to show it. But he knew that his Catherine would expect him to be at least polite to this woman. So, for his friend and for his wife, and because there was something in the face of this woman that was making him want to reach out to her and ease her burden, he waved his hand.
“Please,” he said, “go on.”
Maggie settled back in her seat and began to smooth her skirts. A habit. Mandrake noticed and realized that with each stroke of her hand, on some sub-conscious level, she was seeking to wipe away the pain she felt.
“Please,” he repeated as Maggie hesitated.
“Patrick O’ Neill is indeed my granddaughter’s father,” she said. “And I am aware that I have no rights – where he, a drunk and vicious man, has more than either of us. He was paid – by my husband – to take the child to Ireland,” she explained, the words difficult to say, the truth hard to admit. “My husband did not want the child. He thought that she would be better with her father’s family. I am equally sure that she will not.” She averted her eyes, ashamed to admit that her husband had been so ruthless, ashamed to admit that, as a mother, she had been so lacking.
“I am afraid for my Granddaughter’s future,” she continued. “Since Rose died in dreadful conditions, conditions that I was not fully aware of before this tragedy, I have tried, in a small way to help those who helped her. I have become very aware of their difficulties. I am afraid that my granddaughter, Ellie, will grow up in the kind of squalor I have been seeing around this town. There are many people here living in poverty. Often two or three families share the same house. In one area alone I have seen children with little clothing and barely enough food.
“There are babies dying for the want of proper feeding and I hear, though I have tried to push it to the back of my mind, that there are babies being suffocated because their parents cannot afford another mouth to feed.
“I have seen this for myself over the last few weeks and I have heard and read things I would not have thought possible. My granddaughter is in grave danger of becoming one of the many children who will not live past their first year. Even if she is fortunate enough to survive the next few years, she will end up working in a factory for many hours a day. She will have no life. I want my granddaughter to have a good life. Is that so wrong?”
“That is an admirable desire and of course it is right. But legally speaking…”
“Please,” she said, “let us forget legal talk for the moment. Tell me; if this were your granddaughter, wouldn’t your wife want to find her. To ascertain, at least, that she was well and cared for.”
“Of course she would,” he replied quietly, not wanting to imagine his Catherine in the depth of pain he saw in Maggie’s eyes.
“And do you think that your wife’s tears flow any faster than mine?”
“Your argument is persuasive, but I urge you to practice caution. Your quest is neither an easy one, nor, I fear, one that will ultimately be successful. You are in grave danger of causing yourself nothing but heartache and disappointment.”
“My heart is already aching and my disappointment could not be greater.”
“Even if you find your granddaughter, and - let us say that your fears are well founded - is there any guarantee that her father will hand her back to you?”
“He will be glad to be rid of her.”
“And your husband will be glad to take her in?”
“That is something that I will have to deal with.”
“Mrs. Skinner, even if I accept your sincerity, even if I believe that this is a genuine attempt on your part to secure a future for your granddaughter and not merely a means by which an undoubtedly wealthy and lonely woman fills a void in her life, suppose we do find her?”
He hadn’t wanted to sound cruel, and yet even to his own ears his words were harsh. But, despite his growing sympathy for Maggie, he was realistic. And he could see problems. Perhaps more that she could foresee, or wanted to admit.
“Suppose you do bring her home?” he continued. “Suppose your husband doesn’t throw you both out immediately? What happens when he decides that he cannot tolerate her? I believe every word you tell me. I believe that he is capable of everything you say, which just gives me more concern for your granddaughter’s welfare. Last time her father was available. She may not be in the best of places, but if she is with his family, she may be well cared for. If you husband should arrange for her to be taken away again, there is no telling where she may end. And if your husband does accept her, will you, once this pursuit is complete and you have had your own way, become bored with the child?”
Maggie listened to him with growing anger. She twisted her hands together, digging her nails into her palms.
“Firstly, Mr. Mandrake, this is no temporary yearning that I have for my granddaughter. I need to find her. I need to care for her. I have lost my daughter. Only I know how that feels. And yes, I let her down. When she needed me I failed her, I was intimidated by my husband. I realise that now - I didn’t at the time. I don’t have the gift of seeing into the future, none of us do, but I have been able over these last few weeks, to look into my past. I am well aware of my inadequacies and it will forever be my cross to bear that I can see clearly now how those inadequacies led to the death of my daughter and the loss of my granddaughter.
“If I had only known, then of course I would have done things differently. Of course I would. You may think me a wealthy woman – I am not. My husband is wealthy, but I have only a small legacy given to me by my father. I have little of my own. All that I did have passed to my husband on marriage. You of all people should be aware that in England today, a married woman has nothing other than that which her husband allows her.
“And as far as being lonely, yes I am. I have been for most of my married life, but I have only recently realised that. And I do need to find Ellie for my own reasons and those may well be selfish. But I swear to you that nothing but her interests will guide me. I have nothing but the hope that I can be re-united with her and I promise you that if that day comes, I will never let her out of my arms again.
“And finally, I understand the part my husband played and I will not let that happen…”
Mandrake sighed, “I fear you know so little about your husband. And in saying that I am not trying to demoralise you or demean you. I am very genuinely afraid that for many years, you have lived in total ignorance of his capabilities. And I am afraid that you will be powerless to stop him from carrying out whatever actions he deems fit, and in that case, what becomes of you and your granddaughter concerns me greatly.”
“I have relatives in Scotland who will be willing to take us both. If necessary, that is where I shall go,” she told him. “My husband has already suggested that I stay with them for a while.”
“Then do you not think that it may be the best thing for you?” he asked her kindly. “You have suffered a great deal. Perhaps time away would help you come to terms with your loss.”
“I will not leave,” she told him. “This is my home; the house that my father built for my mother. I was born here. I will not allow my husband to force me out. However, if it is a choice between my house and my granddaughter, then I promise you that my granddaughter will always be first in my thoughts. You may feel that I am unable to protect her - that I am a mere woman, reliant on the help of friends, impotent when it comes to standing up to my husband. But you are wrong Mr. Mandrake. I will grow stronger. I will not allow my weakness to ruin my granddaughter’s life the way it ruined my daughter’s”
“He took your granddaughter away from you once, and it would be that way again,” he insisted.
“No!” she said. “Rose’s death has opened my eyes to my husband’s malice. I have lied to myself. Ignored the truth of my life. Well no more! I am aware of my his wickedness – and I will not allow it to stop me. I will take care of my granddaughter, just as Rose wanted me to. If that means that I will have to leave my husband and the house I love, then so be it. I will do whatever is necessary, but I will no longer be the weak and ineffective woman I have allowed myself to become”
Despite her assertions, she knew only too well how Joseph made her feel. How easy it was for him to intimidate and bully her. How afraid she had become of his anger. How she had sobbed in Sarah’s arms after he had left her on Christmas morning and how in her heart she couldn’t believe that she would ever be able to stand up to his domination. And yet, there was a core of strength inside her that wouldn’t let her surrender to the fear of his fury. She could feel it growing as she spoke.
Mandrake shook his head.
“Admirable – but not entirely practical. He managed quite easily to deny you your granddaughter once before,”
“I believe that he arranged for me to be kept – well quiet,” she told him, anxious now that he should fully understand the circumstances, even though it humiliated her to admit how heartless Joseph had been. “I collapsed at Rose’s funeral and I believe that he took that opportunity to keep me sedated to the point that I slept for almost a week. I am aware of the depths to which he will stoop to stop me from succeeding in this search and I will not allow such a thing to happen again.”
“Even if that is true, even if you are able to withstand the actions that your husband, in my opinion, is bound to take, your search is a difficult one. And I am not sure that it is a wise one. Your husband is an affluent man – and a strong-minded one. He will, I’m sure take whatever course of action he thinks fit, regardless of your welfare or that of your granddaughter. All I ask is – are you able to withstand his actions – whatever they are?”
She looked at him for a moment, knowing that he was only asking the same questions she had asked herself. He too was doubtful that she had the fortitude to defy her husband and in her heart she understood his reluctance to become involved. But she was angry too. That he would judge her, not even knowing her. That he would deny this opportunity to her. That he would turn away from her, when he was her only real chance.
She felt the tears beginning to gather and the heaviness in her chest grew ever more pronounced. Yet if she had gained no more from this interview, she had at least gained some measure of respect for herself. She had gained strength. And she would not allow Mandrake to see her tears. Never again would she allow a man to see her limitations. Never again would she let a man watch as she became dispirited and weakened by his strength.
She stood quickly, gathering her skirts around her and looked down at him as he remained seated. “Then if that is your position, I shall not trouble you further. I can see that you are reluctant to involve yourself and I will not beg. I have explained to you as much as I can. I have told you things that shame me. I have trusted you to listen and I have been honest,” she said, extending her hand towards him. “But you seem unable to help and I confess that I am disappointed. There must be others who would be willing to help. I shall turn to them.”
“Please sit down Mrs. Skinner,” Mandrake said. “I would be letting down a friend if I were to send you home without the promise of at least considering your case. Dr. Taylor asked me to do as much as I could and though, I still fear it will be too little, I will try. You are right in thinking that there are others who would be willing. They will take your money and give you false hope. I am not prepared to do that. I give you very little hope, but I will try.”
“That is all I ask of you, Mr. Mandrake.” Maggie said, sinking back down into the chair, relief washing over her. “I know that there may be little that can be done, but at least, I will feel that I have tried to carry out my daughter’s wishes.” She hesitated, embarrassed now at what she must ask. “There is something else I have to know.”
“And that is, how much will this cost?”
“How did you……..”
“I am a Solicitor, Mrs. Skinner. I sit across from many people whose problems become my own. I am adept at anticipating their questions. It is an essential part of my work. I believe that you are sincere in your wishes and that you have a genuine problem, with which you need my help. Now that I have met you, I agree with Dr. Taylor. I judged you before I gave you a chance and for that I apologise. I also know from what you tell me, that part of your problem is the lack of support from your husband, which would lead me to believe that you will also experience financial restrictions. Indeed you tell me that you have little money of your own. I expect that your legacy will be needed should you find your granddaughter – and I will not take one penny of that from you.
Dr. Taylor tells me that..well that there may be difficulties in paying my fees. He apologised …”
“For sending me to you?” Maggie said, humiliated “It’s not his fault; he knew how desperate I was becoming…”
“Not for sending you to me, no. Please do not distress yourself. He apologised for reminding me that I owe him a debt that has not yet been paid. A service he did for me, a favour which I shall be pleased to return. He has instructed me to offer you no charges until the debt has been paid in full, and then, after that, we shall see.”
“Then I must thank you.”
“Thank Doctor Taylor. He seems to have your best interests at heart, and a finer friend you will never find.”
He paused, watching her face carefully. “You will find that I am not such a friend I’m afraid. I have more than the welfare of your granddaughter in mind. I have my own reasons for agreeing to help you. I will confess that I had decided long before you came into my office, that I would have no part of your problem. But you are not what I expected the wife of Joseph Skinner to be. I expected you to be a strong and hard woman. You are not. I had an opinion of you that was based on what I know of your husband. Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps I should haven take more note of Dr. Taylor’s opinion.”
“Thank you, Mr. Mandrake. You cannot appreciate how much your help will mean to me.”
“Don’t thank me yet. As I say, I have my own reasons for helping you. I hope that you may be able to help me resolve a situation that has been bothering us for quite a while. It is to do with your husband and the factory. I would just like to ask a few questions.”
“Answering your questions is the least I can do,” she replied, wondering for a moment who he meant by “us”, but too content with his decision to worry. She settled back in her chair now that she felt she had his support.
As she relaxed, she felt the tension begin to leave her body. She knew nothing about the factory, but she was willing to answer anything she could and that would be little enough in return for him helping her find Ellie.
And then Jeremiah Mandrake began to ask his questions.
CHAPTER TWENTY NINE
“How much do you know of your husband’s business?” he asked.
“Very little. When my father was alive, I did involve myself but after my marriage and my daughter’s birth, I admit that I lost interest. And, since my father’s death, I have become further detached from the factory.”
“Then what I am about to tell you is not intended to cause you further distress, but you have voiced concern over the hardship in this town and it is true that many children live in abject poverty and we do little to ease their burden. It is also true that many children work in factories illegally. They are too young. They are working in conditions which would try even the strongest of men. They are working long hours in appalling conditions and the factory owners and managers encourage the practice.
There are laws to protect these innocents, but too often they are flouted. The Inspectors are few, and their inspections irregular. Their wages are low and the temptation to accept, shall we say ‘gifts’, is great. Many factory owners pay them to turn a blind eye to the illegal and immoral practices that keep their production high and their costs low. Many factories do this, but your husband’s factory is one of the worst.”
He paused, watching her face, waiting for her response.
“I’m sorry. Do I misunderstand you? You are telling me that my husband is involved in illegal – and immoral practices at the factory?”
“Please believe it. It is true. I am, at this time involved in the movement to ease the burden of these children and I know that your husband has caused concern in this town for several years, more so in the past few months. Previously, there have been few people who cared, but now, there is a growing number of people, respectable people, whose sole desire is to better the lot of the poor, especially the children.” He stood up and moved around from behind his desk. Maggie was surprised to see that he was much taller than she had thought and his back, rather than twisted, was perfectly straight.
“Now,” he said, sitting on the edge of the desk, “Doctor Taylor seems to think that you are a woman who needs help – and he believes that you deserve that help. I believe him. You have persuaded me with your arguments. I will help you, but I need to know – what would you do about the children who don’t have grandmothers to look out for their welfare. What can you do about the children who are old before their childhood is over?”
“I don’t know what I can do,” she answered quietly. “But I do know that I am willing to do anything within my power. I have seen so much in the last few months that I can no longer live my life ignoring the sufferings of those who want for such basics as clean water and food.”
“Good,” he said, slapping his hands on his knees. “Your husband is well aware that we have been trying to gain access to his factory for the past few months. He will not allow it. But if you are as concerned as you say, then perhaps you can persuade him.”
“Why do you wish to visit his factory, surely the Factories Inspector has that duty.”
“The Factory Inspector, is, as I explained, swayed by monetary gain”.
“My husband bribes him?”
“He bribes him so that there will be warning of an inspection. He bribes him to keep his eyes and ears firmly averted to anything which may be damaging to his factory – and his reputation. Your husband makes money by employing unlawful labour. That is, children Mrs. Skinner. Children, who are no more than six or seven carry loads too heavy for them, sit hour after hour without break, sewing buttons on gentlemen’s jackets; sewing pearls on ladies ball gowns. And those are the easiest jobs. The smaller children are sent under the machines, hour after hour, to gather waste. They pass under churning wheels and moving parts, always within inches of being injured. There have been many who have not left the factory alive.
“And all this with barely enough light to see and little or no food throughout the long day, they sit, eager to earn their pittance, afraid to complain when the cold chills their bones in the winter, or the heat suffocates them in the summer. And when they begin to tire – as children will – the overlookers pull them to their feet and stand over them, threatening them with a beating.”
Maggie was silent for a moment. This was Joseph? She couldn’t believe what Mandrake was saying.
“You paint a vivid picture Mr. Mandrake. But I confess that it is not easy for me to believe that my husband is this tyrant you make him out to be. It is true that I have had... difficulties over the last few months. Over the years, if I am honest, but to do the things that you accuse him of, I confess, I am not convinced.”
For a moment she was silent. Mandrake watched her expression change from disbelief to understanding and sorrow. Despite her reluctance to accept what he was saying, she had to admit to herself that a whisper of truth echoed throughout his words.
“I find it difficult to…to understand what you tell me. However, I shall talk to my husband tonight.”
“That is all I ask of you. You see Mrs. Skinner, these practices I have mentioned – these are the ones we are already aware of. There are other things that concern us more. If it were only that the factory was a harsh and cruel place with appalling conditions, then, though we would still wish to improve things, your husband’s factory would be no worse than thousands of others.”
“Then tell me please, Mr. Mandrake. What is it that you fear for these children?”
“No, Mrs. Skinner. I cannot at this point. We have only the word of workers afraid to speak out…”
“Then you can’t be sure that he is doing anything wrong.”
“That is why we want access to the factory. Perhaps then we can ascertain the true position regarding the state of his workforce. If, of course, he doesn’t remove the children before the inspection.”
“Well,” Maggie said, ‘that is nonsense. Why would he do such a thing?
“Has he ever mentioned the apprentice house attached to the factory?”
“There is no apprentice house. My father certainly didn’t have one. He didn’t believe in such a thing. An apprentice house is merely an annex to the workhouse, but without the benefit of its questionable care. My father believed that children should be educated before they were put to work.”
“I am aware of your father’s views. I have investigated the factory from its inception, in your father’s day. He was a good man. There were regular inspections, which he welcomed. His workforce was content. Since he died, I am afraid that it is a totally different story. We know that Joseph Skinner is using children. Our question is, where do they come from – and more importantly – at the end of the working day – where do they go?”
“Well presumably to their homes with their parents.”
“Some undoubtedly do. But we know that many do not. So where are they?”
“You seem to be assuming an awful lot. You say that you know of these things, and yet you have been unable to inspect the factory, so surely this is all supposition?”
“We have witnesses, people afraid to speak out in public. Afraid for their jobs – and worse. This is why it is so important for us to gain access. This is a situation which has been troubling us for months now,” he said. “But I can see that you are not yet convinced.”
“I don’t doubt that you are sincere in your beliefs, but I have seen nothing of this.”
“But you have not visited the factory recently.”
“I don’t involve myself with my husband’s business,” she said uncertainly, knowing that it was at his insistence that she did not trouble herself with the factory.
“I do Mrs. Skinner and I have to tell you that I believe that your husband is not only guilty of malpractice, but of cruelty on a level that we have not seen before in this parish. I hope that I am wrong. And if I am, by far the best way to prove it is for me to be allowed access to all parts of the factory.”
“You say, we, Mr. Mandrake. Are there others who accuse my husband?”
“There are a few.”
“And who are my husband’s accusers?”
“I don’t think that need concern you Mrs. Skinner.”
“You want my help, but you are reluctant to tell me who slanders my husband this way. How can I be sure that they are not business rivals who find it useful to blacken his name?”
“That is not the case. There are eight of us at the moment. We call ourselves The Committee for Reform; eight prominent citizens who are appalled at some of the practices being carried out in this town. Some of the hardships that you have seen are a direct result of the greed of men like your husband.”
“Mr. Mandrake, I cannot sit here and listen to you talk of my husband in this way. I know nothing of the things you accuse him of. I know nothing of those who would be his accusers…”
“And yet, Mrs. Skinner, I sense that you, albeit reluctantly, begin to believe me. Speak to Dr. Taylor. He will confirm my worries.”
“He is one of those concerned?” she asked. “He sits on your committee?”
“He is a doctor. And a good one. He has tended those men women and children, especially the children, who have been affected by cruel working practices. If you won’t believe me, then perhaps you will believe him.”
“He has said nothing to me. In all these weeks that he has been treating me, he has said nothing.”
“How could he Mrs. Skinner? He is your doctor. He is concerned only with your well-being. What good would it have done if he’d discussed his fears with you?”
Maggie was silent. She’d trusted Daniel Taylor, and now it seemed that even he had not been totally truthful with her.
For a moment she regretted visiting the offices of Mandrake and Mandrake. But there was still Ellie to think about, and the need to know for sure if Mr. Mandrake was right. Because the awful feeling growing at the back of her mind, told her that he could be.
She looked into the eyes that had seemed kindly just moments ago, and saw the hard edge of his determination. With or without her help, he would find the truth.
“What you say concerns me greatly,” she told him. “So I will talk to my husband, if only to prove to you that you are wrong. As hard a man as my husband can be, I cannot believe that he could be wantonly cruel, especially to children.”
“Children such as your granddaughter? Such as your own daughter? Mrs. Skinner, you know better than anyone, that your husband is not a kindly man. He is not like your father and …”
“Mr. Mandrake,” she said, holding her hand up to silence him. “Enough. I am beginning to regret coming here today. But, I will do as I have promised. I will talk to my husband.”
“Thank you. That is all that I ask.”
“I feel that you are asking more. I feel that you are asking me to betray him.”
“I am asking you to do the moral thing,” he told her. “And ask yourself this - if indeed we are right and your husband is using children in the most wicked way, is he not guilty of the greatest betrayal. And think also of this, Mrs. Skinner, did your husband not betray you and your daughter and the granddaughter you tried to provide for?”
“Then you tempt me with revenge?”
“I will do anything for the welfare of the children. Anything to find the truth and anything to protect those who cannot protect themselves. I feel as strongly about this as you do about finding your own grandchild. And I ask you - what are you prepared to do?”
“I will do what I can,” she promised quietly. “For Ellie and for any child who may have suffered at the hands of my husband. Though I still hold the hope that you will be proved wrong.”
Mandrake rose from his seat, walked around and held the door open, inviting Maggie to leave. As she walked past him, her head down, her thoughts once more in confusion, he squeezed her arm lightly, his eyes, once again full of compassion.
“Do you have anyone?” he asked softly. “Anyone to offer you support?”
“I have Sarah. At least I have her for the moment,” she said, remembering Joseph’s threat to dismiss her. “I don’t know for how long, but for the moment, she is my support.”
“First thing tomorrow I will begin the search for Ellie. Please try not to worry, I will do as much as is possible to address at least one of your problems.”
CHAPTER THIRTY
Now that Mandrake had put doubt in Maggie’s mind, she had to see for herself just what he found so disturbing at her husband’s factory. She knew she wouldn’t be welcome. But if she asked questions first as Mandrake had suggested, she would never find the truth.
As she walked through the large gates, her mind flew back to a time when she had accompanied her father on his daily inspection of the factory. No doubt the mind of a child saw things differently than the mind of an adult and yet, no matter how hard she thought, she could not recall a single unpleasant day spent there.
She remembered walking through the halls as a young woman, greeting some of the workers. And none of them, to her mind, had been unhappy. Had that been because she was so unreceptive to their hardships? Or had they really been as content as she had believed?
She hadn’t been through these gates since Rose was a child and she wasn’t sure what to expect. She had intended to do nothing more than walk through the halls, but, though her initial reaction was one of pleasant surprise, the further she ventured into the depths of the buildings, the more uneasy she became.
Despite the season, the air was stale and Maggie found it uncomfortable to breath. Women sat hunched over their benches, their shoulders slumped, as if they could barely lift their heads for the weariness that came with foul air. They worked in poor light, holding their work up, close to their eyes. She didn’t remember any of this. Not the smell of the crowded rooms or the stifling air or the lack of light.
There were ten small rooms, just off the main hall, and she walked slowly past each of them.
In one she saw girls, no more than nine or ten years old; a woman was sitting in the centre of the room, watching each girl in turn. It was silent. Oppressive.
Maggie had no intention of interrupting their work. She didn’t want to give Joseph an excuse for his anger.
She pushed open the double doors leading into the main work hall. It was larger than she remembered, with machines stretching row upon row. The noise was deafening and Maggie stood for a few minutes waiting for her ears to accustom themselves to its onslaught.
The machines were larger than in her father’s time, the output greater. It was noisier. It was hotter. And she could already taste the dust in her mouth. The air was so thick with dust and floating cotton fibres, that she could see nothing clearly.
She passed men and women standing by machines that towered above them. There were boys and girls, most with no shoes, running up and down the aisles, stopping every few minutes, reaching thin, bare arms into machines, past wheels that never stopped turning.
She was aware of scrabbling under the machines, and she saw small shapes crawling on their bellies on the floor, but she wasn’t close enough to tell how old they were. The truth was that, in the Parish of Darley Vale, as in most areas, many children were undernourished and small, even when they were the legal age for working.
She saw children running past at the end of the aisles. But again, she couldn’t determine how old they were. She heard the overlookers shouting above the noise of the machinery and she noticed that there was little talking between the workers. What she saw didn’t surprise her. It didn’t shock her. There was nothing here to confirm or deny what Mandrake had told her. The atmosphere was uncomfortable. The workers subdued. Nothing more than she would have expected. This was, after all, a place of work. No-one, not even her father, had ever pretended that it was easy or enjoyable. And yet, there was an underlying disquiet, a restrained unrest that made her uneasy.
She passed through the hall and began to open the door into the yard. She stood for a moment looking back, taking in the gloom and the dust, the sounds, the scuffling of the children as they slid under the machines.
“Sorry Miss,” a small voice said. “Got to get this to the Master quick.”
His clothing was sparse, a ragged pair of trousers and shirt and a cap that looked as if it had been handed down from one generation to another and he carried a load in his arms that would challenge a far larger boy.
“Little Will. Is that you?”
He placed the load carefully on the ground
“Miss,” he said. “Can’t stop. The master will lose his money if I don’t get this to him quick. Then I’ll feel his anger, I will”
“Go on then,” she said. “I won’t stop you. But before you go, tell me, what kind of work are you doing here?”
“Just errands really. And sweeping the yard. Will don’t want me doing nothing else. But Jonathon,” he said, looking around nervously, “he wants me under them machines. And I tell you miss – I don’t want that. I don’t want that, that’s for sure.”
Maggie looked down on the dirty face. It was mid-afternoon and he looked exhausted. “What time will you finish work today?
“Same time as Will. Nine-o-clock.”
“How old are you child?” Maggie asked.
“Seven Miss. Well, almost.”
“You’re six?”
“Almost seven,” He insisted. “Please miss, I got to go…”
“Of course. Go. Do what you have to do.”
“Thank you Miss,” he said as he pushed past her, trying desperately not to let his load crash to the ground. She watched as he disappeared into the depths of the factory, thinking of the words of Mandrake Junior.
Joseph Skinner’s office looked down over the main hall. Maggie didn’t look up at the windows, she didn’t need to. He was watching her, she could feel it. She shuddered as she imaged his reaction to her visit.
She walked along the corridor, stopping at the doorway of each small room, and with each step she grew more downhearted. The atmosphere was heavy with more than the dust of the cloth.
This was not her father’s factory.
Maggie thought of Rose at six years old, sitting in her nursery, playing, surrounded by warmth and love, enjoying fine clothes and good food. And she thought of Little Will and how his childhood had already gone. And then she thought of Ellie, and the tightness in her chest that seemed for ever present felt as though it would rise to her throat, choking the life out of her. It became difficult for her to breath and she blamed the lack of air. She wanted to run out of the factory, take in the cold fresh air.
Mandrake Junior was right. She knew it. Little Will was only six. How many more children did they have crawling under the machines, the wheels turning within inches of their heads? She’d seen no more than vague shapes, but she had no doubt that he was not the only child too young to be there.
She walked home slowly, wondering how to raise the subject without incurring Joseph’s anger but, as it happened, it would be Joseph who brought up the subject after dinner that night.
“I trust that the factory impressed you?”
Maggie chose her words carefully. Since Christmas Day there had been little talking between them. When Joseph was home for dinner, they ate in almost total silence, then he would retire to his study before leaving for his club.
Now she didn’t want to antagonize him, so she chose her words carefully.
“I found it very – organized,” Maggie told him. “Surprisingly so.”
“I am pleased,” he said. “It makes me feel so much better that you are satisfied with the factory.”
Maggie ignored the sarcasm. “There was something,” she said.
“And what is that?”
“The rooms off the hall seem, well, too small for the number of people working in them. And the windows were all closed, making the rooms very stuffy. Surely that is not a healthy setting for your workers. I only stood at the door and became quite uncomfortable with the lack of fresh air.”
“There are windows in each room which can and should be opened when the weather allows, but we are now into the winter quarter and I think that you will find the windows are kept closed by choice.”
“I understand that,” she conceded, “but surely just a small opening for a few hours a day would provide a flow of fresh air.”
“I shall have Jonathan look into it first thing in the morning.”
“I have to say Joseph, that I am gladdened by your attitude. I fully expected you to resist my suggestions.”
He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know what you thought you were doing wandering around the factory, but, compared to some of your latest wanderings, I see no harm in it.”
“Well I certainly meant no harm,” she said.
“And it will be your only visit. There will be no repeat of course.”
“I was rather hoping that…”
“There will be no repeat visit.”
“Then I must tell you something else that I found worrying.”
Joseph put his knife and fork down. He lifted his napkin slowly to his mouth, dabbing gently at his lips before throwing it back to the table.
“Very well,” he said his eyes hardening, “if you must. Though you know nothing about the factory so I find it difficult to see how you could possible know what is worrying and what is not.”
“It’s the children Joseph. There are children in the factory who are surely too young.”
“Nonsense.”
“So, can you assure me that there is not one child working who is under the legal age?”
“I can. Of course I can. But you forget that with large families, children must work. How else will they have enough to pay for food and rent and ale. And don’t waste your pity Margaret. There are no empty taverns in Darley Vale, no matter how poor the people say they are. However, I think I can safely say that our factory complies with all the necessary laws.”
“Then you are not aware of a child of no more than six, carrying loads which buckle his knees.”
“No I am not aware of that. You are mistaken. This is what happens when you interfere in something you know nothing about.”
“I saw for myself. I know the child. He lives where…he lives in Paradise Court and he is working because his family cannot afford to live. He has to work.”
“And you saw him?”
“I did.”
“And you know that he is only six?”
“I wouldn’t want to make trouble for you Joseph. This boy is not old enough to be working.”
“That is down to Jonathon. He is my manager. He is responsible for hiring all of our employees.”
“Then you need to speak to him.”
“I shall do so first thing tomorrow. And you shall come with me. He needs to face his accuser.
“Oh, Joseph is that really necessary?”
“As necessary as it was for you to meddle.”
“I am not trying to meddle. I saw the boy. I am just telling you what I saw.”
“And I am willing to do something about it.”
“Thank you. That is all I ask.”
“Tomorrow then, if you will be in my office at 10.30, you may confront Jonathan about the child you think you saw…”
“I did see him…”
“As you say – you will ask him directly and then we shall decide on what course of action, if any, we need to take.”
CHAPTER THIRTY ONE
Maggie was at the factory ten minutes early. She walked through the hall and out of the big doors to the yard beyond. She looked for Little Will, but was not surprised when he was not there. Whether Joseph believed her or not, he was not likely to take the chance of her coming across him again. She assumed that Little Will had been moved elsewhere, hopefully doing lighter work, though that, she was sure, would not be enough to appease Mr. Mandrake.
She turned and walked back through the hall, stopping at some of the small rooms that she had found so oppressive on her previous visit. She was pleased to see that most of them now had open windows and the air that had made her feel so unwell was now quite fresh.
Maggie was feeling hopeful as she negotiated the wooden steps to the office. Her husband and Jonathon were already there, seated one each side of the desk.
“Ah! Margaret. Come in. I know you have things you wish to discuss with Jonathon,” Joseph told her.
“Good morning Mrs. Skinner,” Jonathon said standing and offering her his seat.
When Maggie had settled herself on the chair, Jonathon perched on the edge of the desk directly in front of her. His legs were uncomfortably close to hers and she moved her chair back a little. Jonathon smiled.
“Now I believe that you had some concerns,” he said. “I will, if you don’t mind Mr. Skinner, deal with these straight away.”
“Jonathon,” said Joseph standing and leaning his hands on his desk, “I have every faith in your judgment. If you tell me we have a problem in the factory, then I trust you to deal with it. If it seems that the problem is with my wife,” he said, waving his arm in Maggie’s direction, “then that is something I will deal with. I shall leave you both to it. I have a meeting with our bankers this morning.”
“You are going Joseph?” asked Maggie.
“Certainly. Jonathon is my Manager. He is more than capable of dealing with this little problem. Until later then Margaret. Perhaps, since you are here, you would like to invite Jonathon and his wife to dinner one night. It’s a while since we entertained guests.”
Maggie stared at the closed door for a while, listening to his footsteps on the stairs. She didn’t want to turn to face Jonathon. She could imagine the sickly smirk on his face.
“Now, Mrs. Skinner, we have the question of the small boy you saw on your visit.”
“So you do agree he was working here?”
“Oh yes and he was definitely under age. That is indisputable. I have taken all measures to ensure that this cannot happen again. There will be no underage children seen working in this factory”
“I am pleased to hear that. I really am. Little Will was far too small to be carrying those heavy weights.”
“Yes he was. And in fact his uncle should not have allowed him to come onto the factory floor and he should not have lied about his age.”
“But surely it was not his fault. Anyone could see that the child was too young.”
“You would think that. However, many of the parents in this town wish their children to work in the factory, and let us not forget that the children of those families must work otherwise they will all go hungry.”
“But only over a certain age, and only then in jobs which are more suitable to immature limbs.”
“And if they lie to us about their age, what are we expected to do. Yes, this child you talk about was underage, but many of the children in this town are small, underdeveloped. How are we supposed to ascertain the truth, when the parents lie so convincingly?”
“I do not believe that happened in this case. I know the uncle and I am sure that he would not have lied.”
“Most definitely he did. It was the uncle who told him to come to the factory. But it is irrelevant now. It has been dealt with. The child has been told not to enter the factory gates again and his uncle has been fired. They were both sent back home this morning.”
“What! You can’t do that. He has a new baby to feed. You’ll leave them without food or money for rent.”
“I am sorry. I really am, but I am concerned with the running of this factory and I would be derelict in my duty if I did not see to it that rules were obeyed and those flouting those rules punished.”
“But this is not what I meant to happen,” Maggie cried.
“It does seem cruel, I agree. Especially when you think that if you had not noticed this child and brought him to our attention, he would still have been working here and so would his uncle. Of course, now that we know, we have to act accordingly.”
“So this is to be the price for my ‘interference’?”
“I think that your concerns were valid and I think that we have dealt with them in the only way possible.”
“And this is what my husband thinks?”
“He agrees with me. Yes.”
“Then there is no point in talking any further.” She raised herself from the chair and stood as tall as she could.
He continued to sit on the desk and she, just for a few moments, looked down on him. “I will not dignify your actions by arguing with you. I am sure that you will relate this conversation to my husband and he will, obviously, be in complete agreement with you.”
“We have discussed the situation, that is true and we are both of the same mind,” Jonathon Huxley told her.
“Then there is nothing more to say and I will leave you to your work,” she said, unable to keep the disgust from her voice. “My husband has asked that I invite you for dinner, and you must realise by now, that it is not wise to ignore my husband’s wishes. When would be convenient for you?”
“Why Mrs. Skinner that is very kind. I shall consult Veronica and let your husband know tomorrow. I shall look forward to it.”
“I would like to say the same. I bid you good morning.”
Jonathon watched as she left the office. The smile left his face. They had been so sure that she would not be a problem. Joseph seemed to think that she was mild and easy to handle, and perhaps in the past she had been. Her interest in the factory had died with her father, but he had sensed defiance in her attitude and he was afraid that they may not have heard the last of this.
He considered Mr. Skinner foolish to underestimate his wife. If he was right, and Jonathon almost always was, this meant that something would have to be done about the cellar.
CHAPTER THIRTY TWO
Will answered the door.
“I’m so sorry,” Maggie said.
“Not your fault,” he said sullenly.
“Let her in Will. Mrs. Skinner’s been good to us. She deserves her chance to speak.”
“You have,” he said, looking at her. “You have been good to us, I don’t deny it. But what am I supposed to do to feed us now?”
“Look Will, please let me come in. Just for a moment.”
He stood aside and Maggie squeezed past him. She couldn’t blame him for being angry.
“I am so sorry. I will speak to my husband…”
“No.” he said. “You’ve done enough damage with your talk already. I thought you were different. But you ain’t no different than the rest of “em. You couldn’t wait to tell that husband o’ yours about Little Will. You didn’t care about us then.”
“I do care Will. I care very much. But it wasn’t like that. Little Will shouldn’t have been there. He’s too young to be working and carrying such heavy loads . But I didn’t mean for you to lose your job. That’s the last thing I wanted.”
“Aye, well maybe. But Little Will was set on to do sweeping up in the yard nothing more. Then they ‘ad him carrying for the workshops and working all hours. It was wrong. I knew it. I should’ve stopped him. But I can’t earn enough to keep us. What was I supposed to do?”
“But you didn’t deserve to lose your job,” she told him. “Who set him on Will?”
“That Mr. Huxley. Jonathon.”
“He told me you’d asked Little Will to go along and help you”
“No. I didn’t. I would never have asked Little Will to work in the factory. I seen for myself what those kids have to put up with. But when he told me he only needed him for errands and sweeping, I couldn’t see the harm. And I was there. I thought I could keep an eye on him.”
“Tell me about the other children. I only saw Little Will and perhaps two or three others.”
“You’d have seen “em if you’d looked. Under the machines most of ‘em lying flat against the floor so’s the wheels don’t catch up their hair. Dozens I’d say. Boys and girls. And there’s them they have running from machine to machine. Piecers – mending threads as they break. Never still they ‘aint. Running miles and miles a day.”
“Are they the children of the workers there?”
“Some. Others are from the workhouse. Older kids, sent out to earn a living. And then there’s the one’s we don’t know nothing about. Nobody knows where they come from. There’s talk, but nobody really knows. They never look up them poor sods. Oh – begging your pardon Mrs. Skinner. But they are a poor sight. Never look in your eyes. Shuffle along in filthy rags.”
“And you don’t know where do they come from?”
“They tell us the apprentice house just out of town. But I never heard of any apprentice house out of town. Anyway – no good me talking now. I got to find another job – and quick.”
“Look, Will I am sorry about this. If I hadn’t mentioned it to Joseph – Mr. Skinner – no doubt you would still have your job. But no doubt Little Will would still be carrying out work that would eventually cripple his back. I had to say something.”
“Well that’s as maybe and I’m sure you did what you thought best. But I tell you one thing and maybe I shouldn’t – but Joseph Skinner and his manager can’t hurt me now……and if you really want to know…....”
“Will, please,” Jessie said. “You got to get work somewhere else don’t forget. Don’t you go making trouble all over.”
“Shush Jessie. Needs saying. Someone’s got to do something.”
“Not you Will. Please not you. I’m sorry, I know we owe you Mrs. Skinner, but…”
Will looked round at his wife.
“Well, maybe I’ll not come right out with it but, if you really care what goes on in that factory, ask the women about the crying.”
“What crying?”
“I ain’t saying no more. You just ask about the crying. They’ll tell you if they ain’t afraid for their jobs too. I heard the crying and I heard the women talking. If you can get them women to tell you – even one of ‘em, then yes, I’ll help, but I’m not going to be accusing nobody of nothing unless there’s someone to stand up with me. Jessie’s right. I have to get work somewhere and I won’t be doing that if I’m spreading gossip and rumours.”
“It’s just gossip then?”
“No, Mrs. Skinner. It isn’t. But until someone can see what goes on in that factory…someone not afraid for their jobs or their family, someone not afraid to speak out…then no-one will believe us and those poor kids will keep on crying.”
“Well then, at least give me a name. Give me somewhere to start, someone I can talk to.”
“I can’t,” he told her. “I can’t give someone’s name as might lose their job like me. I’m sorry. I want to, but I can’t.”
“I understand,” Maggie said. “But if there is something wrong in the factory, I will find out Will, I promise.”
“I hope you do.” he said. “I truly hope you do.”
CHAPTER THIRTY THREE
Will turned to Jessie as the door closed behind Maggie. “I should have told her,” he said. “I should have told it all.”
“And spoil your chances of getting work,” she said. “You know what Joseph Skinner’s like. Look at you now – out of work for doing nothing but what you were asked. Wasn’t it Jonathon who said he’d find work for Little Will? Wasn’t it all his idea? And yet now it’s you that takes the blame. It’s you without a job – and all because Mrs. Skinner asked questions she’d no business asking.”
“Jonathon wanted Will because he could work him like a man – for nothing but the pittance he pays to children. He was doing us no favours.”
“Aye – and neither was Mrs. Skinner, no matter how good her intentions. We’re worse off now than we’ve ever been thanks to her interference.”
“It needed doing Jessie. Bad as it’s made it for us, we knew it was wrong. Every time I had to drag that lad out of his bed – I knew it was wrong.”
“But we needed the money, Will.”
“And that’s wrong too. I did a good day’s work. Fourteen hours, no less. I kept me head down and I didn’t shirk. There should’ve been no need for more.”
“And still he saw the back of you. That should tell you Will. You can’t afford to cross the likes of Joseph Skinner – or Jonathon. They’re as bad as each other.”
“But the things that go on in that factory need telling girl. I see ‘em every day. Every day that goes by.”
“It’s not for you to say Will,” Jessie told him. “Not no more. We got young ‘uns to think of now. Supposing you go talking, telling tales, what happens to us then? We can barely afford the rent this week, and we’ve no chance next week unless you find work. Skinner wouldn’t think twice before he kicked us out. And then what.”
“It’s for them young ‘uns we got to do somethin’! If we keep letting the likes of Joseph Skinner make his money on the backs of our children – if we keep on being afraid of speaking out against the unfairness and the cruelty - what does the future hold for Little Will or young Ned there?” he said pointing to the sleeping baby. “I know you don’t like it girl – but I got to do somethin’. I can’t just hold my tongue when there’s lives at stake.”
“Now don’t you go exaggerating. I know there’s accidents sometimes and I know they’re bad. But I ‘aint heard of no-one dying from doing a day’s hard work. ”
Will put his hands on her shoulders and backed her against the chair. “Sit down Jessie. I swore I’d never tell you. You should never know some of the things I saw – but you got to understand why I ain’t prepared to keep my silence no longer. You got to realise that bad as we might be, there are others, innocents, children with nobody to care what happens to them. They need helping girl. For the sake of our own children’s future we got to help them.”
Jessie sank down onto one chair and watched as Will pulled the other close to her. They sat face to face in the half light of the miserable room and as Will told her of the things he’d seen and heard and the things he feared, she let the tears slide silently down her cheeks, and knew that, for better or for worse, he was right. Someone had to speak out. She was just sorry that it had to be him.
CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR
“Thank you for seeing me Mr. Mandrake,” Maggie said.
“I have no news yet Mrs. Skinner,” he told her. “There is very little I can do in two days.”
“No,” she smiled. “Even I do not expect miracles to happen overnight. It’s not Ellie that brought me here. It was what you said to me … regarding the factory. I visited it for the first time in years and I fear you may have some grounds for your concerns. I saw some things there that troubled me, but I have to confess that I know nothing of the law. I don’t know at what age a child is allowed to be working in the factory. I don’t know how many hours they should be working. I know nothing about the regulations.”
“Then you have come to the right place,” he said, smiling. “A brief summary is all that is required. All you need to know is that a child must be at least nine to work in your husband’s … anyone’s … factory. They must work no more than seventy two hours per week and have one and a half hours allowed each day for meals.”
“And that is it?” Maggie asked.
“That is the basics.”
“There is very little protection there for the child labourer.”
“Unfortunately, Mrs. Skinner, the laws of this land are still made by those whose interests lie in their own well-being. I have even heard it argued that it is good for these children to work for fourteen hours a day, six days a week and that if we reduce the hours, the family will suffer. There will be even less food on the tables of those who need it most. And indeed that is true. But rather than increase the wages to a fair day’s pay, employers would rather use children – at half the pay of men.”
“And yet there are men – such as yourself – who argue against these unfair rules?”
“Not enough of us. For every one person who has stood before parliament and argued for the protection of children, there are dozens more who argue that no good will be served by the introduction of a shorter working week.
For every doctor – like Dr. Taylor – who swears to the damage caused to young limbs by hours of standing at machines, there are others who swear that they find no disadvantage to the child. As long as those who make the laws enjoy the fruits of children’s labours, there will be no change in this country.”
“Then what is to be done Mr. Mandrake? How can you hope to make a difference?”
“We may not be able to. It is a tremendous task to turn the opinion of parliament, to make them acknowledge the things that they choose to ignore. But,” he added, “there are those who are trying – and will continue to try.”
Maggie leaned towards him. “And I would like to help, though I don’t know how,” she told him. “There’s very little I can do to influence my husband.”
“Tell me about your visit to the factory. That will be a start. How many children did you see? Do you know how old they were?”
“I saw little, really. Shapes, under the machines. But I’m not sure how many and I’m not sure whether they were young or even if they were children. I only walked through one hall which was full of machinery, set in aisles. Row after row. Too much to take in on one visit. I have to say that it was orderly. And cleaner than I expected it to be. But the noise. How do they stand that noise hour after hour?
“I did come across one boy I do know to be too young. Little Will is no more than six and very small. He was carrying a load far too heavy for him to manage.” She paused. “This feels so wrong,” she said. “Whatever else he is, Joseph is my husband and though I know that it is shameful of him to employ such children, it is still hard for me to speak of him like this.”
“Then focus your mind on the child and ask yourself – is it not a betrayal of that boy if you don’t speak out?”
“I did speak out. I spoke to my husband and only made matters worse. The boy and his uncle were both sacked and now that house has no worker and four mouths to feed. One of them a baby, no more than a few weeks old.”
“That is not your fault.”
“I know. But knowing that it is my husband’s doesn’t help me sleep any better at night.”
“Then help us Mrs. Skinner. Help us force your husband to obey the laws of this parliament, insufficient though they may be. Employers like your husband work children until they break. A child earns only a fraction of the pay of a man and yet they are expected to work as hard. Boys and girls, weak and strong. There are no excuses for employers to ill-treat children, and yet they do. Help us by adding your voice to ours. Make him listen.”
“Mr. Mandrake, I want to help. I really do, but it’s all I can do to get through each day. I have not yet had time to come to terms with my loss. I worry constantly about Ellie. My husband wants to send me away, he thinks that I am becoming “unstable”. He wants to separate me from Sarah. She’s been with me for years and she is so much more than a servant,” she explained, “and he wants to be rid of her. Each day is a constant battle and I don’t know what I can do to help that wouldn’t end up making things worse. For everyone.”
Mandrake watched her face. He saw her turmoil. He wanted to do nothing to cause this woman more hurt, and yet, she was closer to Joseph Skinner than anyone else they had. If they were ever to find the absolute truth, he must make use of her knowledge. He needed her.
“Do nothing to upset yourself or do anything to anger your husband. Just listen. Watch. And let me know if there is anything – anything at all that worries you.”
“Will told me something, but he was vague. Perhaps you could talk to him, though you may find that he is reluctant to get involved. He is torn, I think, between doing what he believes is right and protecting and providing for his family. He has to earn a living somewhere and he fears that…I suppose he fears that Joseph will somehow be able to stop him finding work.”
“This is why your husband is able to continue. He breeds fear amongst those who have the misfortune to come into contact with him.”
“He is able to control people,” she acknowledged. “He has controlled me for years and I have only recently realised how much.”
“Tragedy has a way of clearing our minds. You had no reason to doubt him before.”
“Oh, I did. But I was blinded by complacency,” Maggie said. “Not now. He threatens me, he threatens Sarah and he uses children to increase his already comfortable wealth. And I have a nagging fear in my mind that my daughter would still be alive if not for his actions. Never, ever, will I be able to forgive him for having Patrick O’ Neill take my granddaughter nor will I ever forgive myself for allowing it.”
“Don’t blame yourself, you were too close to the situation to see it clearly.”
“But you were right yesterday…when you questioned my strength to stand up to him. He always made me feel inadequate…weak. I told you yesterday that I would do whatever it took to take care of Ellie. I meant it. If it means leaving Darley Vale, I will do it. When I think of Ellie and of how Rose spent her last few hours, I feel such anger – and such strength. And surely if I can be strong for my granddaughter, I can be strong for every child?”
Mandrake watched her for a moment, as she fought to keep back the tears. He had no doubt of her determination. He had no doubt of her sincerity. But Margaret Skinner was not … would never be … a match for Joseph Skinner. And that’s what worried him.
“Tell me what Will told you yesterday,” he said. “That will be enough for now. Then leave the rest to us. You’re right, you have enough worries. Allow me to take this burden off your shoulders.”
“He didn’t say much,” Maggie said, “just that there was more going on in the factory than anyone knew. He told me that there were children, brought in from an apprentice house outside town, yet no-one has ever heard of such a place.”
“There is only one apprentice house that I am aware of – and we are satisfied that they do not supply children to your husband.”
“Supply children?” Maggie said. “As if they are no more than a commodity, an article of trade?”
“To many employers, they are. Many of the children who end up in the factories are just that. From the cradle to the workhouse. From the workhouse to the factory. And from the factory…”
Maggie shuddered. A shadow seemed to have passed over her heart. That would be Ellie then. A factory child, standing at the machines twelve, fourteen hours a day. Crawling along filthy floors, keeping her head low for fear of the wheels, forever watching the overlookers, waiting for the sting of a strap, or the blow that would send her reeling. A tired, dirty, child. A child with no future.
“Mr. Mandrake, if I can get Will to come and see you, would you talk to him? He may be willing to tell you more than he’ll tell me. I have caused him trouble. I have lost him his employment – and I am still Joseph Skinner’s wife. He must find it difficult to trust me. He may find it easier to discuss the factory with you.”
“See if you can get him to come to the Town Hall tomorrow morning. I will be there to support The Poor Man’s Guardian. You have heard of it?”
“My husband has mentioned it.”
“And he is against it of course?”
“He calls it an anti-government propaganda sheet.”
“And in his limited understanding of its aims, he may be right. But it is much more than that. Henry Hetherington is a moral man. He believes, with others…”
“Such as yourself?”
“Such as myself and men like Dr. Taylor. He believes that the education of the so-called lower classes is of paramount importance to the welfare of the whole of this country.”
“And you agree?”
“I do Mrs. Skinner. We must provide a reasonable standard of education for all our children if this country is to progress. Not only is that fair to them, not only will it benefit them, it will benefit all of us. “
“My husband would not agree.”
“He’s not alone. It will take years to change the face of this country. If we succeed – and that is in serious doubt – we may not see the difference in our lifetime.”
“Yet you believe in the cause?”
“For my children. For their children. For each child that was dragged from its bed in the early hours of this January morning to stand for hours threading bobbins, or feeding thread, or crawling into spaces only the smallest, and therefore the most vulnerable, can get. For my own children, for your granddaughter and children like her, I have never believed in anything so strongly in my life.”
“You are a passionate speaker, Mr. Mandrake.”
“Because I do believe, with a passion, that the cruelty – and it is no less than cruelty - must end.”
CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE
Patrick O’Neill’s world was dark. The floor on which he lay was hard. He rolled to try and gain a position which, though far from comfortable, caused less pain to his limbs.
His legs were cold, his feet were numb. He had fought the confines of the straightjacket with which they had sought to subdue his eruptions. He had fought until he was exhausted. He had fought until the last dregs of his energy left him and when the fight was done, they had carried him back to the cell where he now lay.
In his own personal darkness he acknowledged the images that played over and over in his mind. He feared he was on the brink of lunacy. He felt it pulling him down, deeper and deeper. Yet he was not ready to allow his mind to disintegrate totally. He had unfinished business.
His longing for the solace that came with drink had almost ceased. He was almost the man his mother had imagined he could be; the man that Rose had seen hidden deep within the drunkard. And now that he could face each day with clarity, he could look back and remember the past with equal clarity.
He remembered the factory and the nights spent sitting against the locked door, making sure no-one entered – or left. And he remembered the crying and sometimes the screams. And the bottles of gin that Jonathan gave him. He’d been better drunk. He’d done as he was told when he was drunk. And he’d asked no questions.
But no more, because now, with his mind almost free of the haze that had filled it most of his life, he could remember his own crimes, his own wickedness. And he saw clearly how easily he had been dragged into a life of sin by others who used him and had him do the jobs that they would not. They kept their hands clean. He had been their tool. And Patrick O’ Neill was nobody’s tool. Not now. Not ever again.
CHAPTER THIRTY SIX
“Mrs. Skinner, this is not really a social call – although,” Ruth added quickly, “I am grateful for your welcome. And I am to pass on Jessie’s thanks – for the food baskets.”
“It’s my fault that Will lost his job. It’s the very least I can do. Please sit down. I’ll get Sarah to bring some tea,” Maggie told her visitor.
“No, thank you Mrs. Skinner, but I can’t stop. I wasn’t sure…I’m still not sure I should be here,” Ruth said, looking around at the richly decorated room. “But I have news that I feel I must tell you, though I am very afraid that it will only add to your grief.”
“Then please tell me. I don’t think that there is anything you can tell me which can cause me more grief…is it concerning my granddaughter?”
“In a way yes. It is about Patrick O, Neill. He is in Kirkdale Jail. He’s there for drunken behaviour and assaulting a policeman. Jimmy B. told me. He’s just come back from there himself. Stole a pig and a scrawny one at that. Hardly worth the time he served.”
“Patrick O, Neill has gone to Ireland with Ellie,” Maggie said, not fully understanding. When the understanding began, it was slowly at first, and then like thunder crashing through her mind.
“Was Ellie with him?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.
“No. I have heard nothing of the baby,” Jessie told her.
“She should have gone to Ireland with him. My husband arranged for him to take her.”
“I had heard that,” Ruth answered. “And I wish with all my heart that I could have given you better news.”
“I have to find her, Ruth.”
“But she could be anywhere. He could have left her with relatives, or friends. Kirkdale is near Liverpool. It’s a big place Mrs. Skinner. Where would you begin to look? And what if….?”
“Go on Ruth, you will only voice what I already fear,” Maggie said as she read the expression on her face.
“She could be dead Mrs. Skinner. You have to at least consider that possibility.”
“I do. Believe me I do. These are the thoughts that keep me awake at night, that haunt my every waking moment. Where is she? Is she warm? Fed? Clothed? The thought that she may be hungry or ill-treated or lying on a cold floor in the corner of some filthy room is worse than knowing that she is dead.”
“I understand that. Truly I do. I have children whose lives are blighted by a poverty we could do little to prevent and I agonize day after day for their comfort and welfare. And I had babies who are lost to me forever. I know the hardest pain to bear is to watch your children suffer and not know what will become of them. Though it sounds hard, those who have gone beyond our caring, out of our arms, are at least at peace and free from pain.”
Maggie leaned over and covered Ruth’s hands with her own. “I know of your loss and you are right. You know that I grieve for my lost daughter but that the fear I feel for Ellie is so much worse. I know that Rose is out of harm’s way. While Ellie, I cannot bear to think about.”
“What will you do?”
“I have already consulted someone who will make enquiries as to her whereabouts. But,” she added quickly, “my husband knows nothing about this. He has forbidden even the mention of her name in this house.”
“I am truly sorry,” Ruth told her. “Your situation is not to be envied.”
“My situation, bad as it is, is no worse than the conditions I find in Paradise Court. Will and Jessie’s house is terrible. The ceiling is crumbling and the floor is nothing more than slate. How cold must that be during the winter months? I saw nothing in there but the bed and table and a small mattress in the corner, which I assume is for Little Will. I would love to be able to do something to help. But all I seem to do is make matters worse. Will and Jessie must hate me. If it wasn’t for my interference...”
“They don’t see it that way. They believe that you were trying to help.”
“I was. Yet look at the outcome.”
“But you have supported them. You have made sure they don’t go hungry.”
‘That is little enough. And I don’t know how much longer I can do even that small thing.”
“Their house is poor. That’s the truth. But the landlord will not contemplate repairs, as you must know.”
“I know?” Maggie said. “Why should I know that?”
“Because your husband is the landlord. His factory owns the house, and all those in Paradise Court.”
“Every house in the square belongs to my husband?” Maggie said, in disbelief. “I had no idea. Are you sure Ruth?”
“Well now, I could be wrong. But I know that my house and Jessie’s and those either side, all belong to the factory and I have always believed the square itself belonged to Mr. Skinner.”
“I didn’t know,” said Maggie, wondering just how ignorant she was of her husband’s business.
“Most of the tenants work in the factory. The house is provided by Mr. Skinner as part of their pay. It means, after the rent is taken, there is little left for Mr. Skinner to pay out in wages. Will is a good man. He worked hard, but no matter how hard he worked, there was never enough for Jessie and Little Will, let alone the baby. That’s why he had Little Will working. It’s wrong, of course it is. But we have to eat Mrs. Skinner. We do what we have to.”
“Perhaps I could talk to my husband; ask him to have the repairs done. It is his duty as a landlord.”
“Be careful Mrs. Skinner. Your husband doesn’t take well to folk asking a kindness.”
“Fixing the hole in the ceiling wouldn’t be a kindness, it’s the least he can do.”
“You may see it like that, but he won’t. It would take money from his pocket and he won’t take kindly to that. He cares nothing for his workers and even less for his tenants. I’m sorry Mrs. Skinner – I don’t mean to be rude…”
“You’re right to be angry. But anger alone won’t change things,” she said. “I will do what I can about the repairs and you – perhaps you could tell me about the factory. About the working conditions.”
“I may not be the best one to talk to. I haven’t worked there long but I have heard folk talking and they do tell of dreadful conditions. Only recently I’ve heard tell of two terrible accidents. Both to children. One poor child, crawling through the space under the machines had her hair caught up in the wheels. By the time they got to her…” She didn’t finish. She didn’t have to. Her silence told of the sorry end of a young life sadly used.
“Whose child was she Ruth?” Maggie asked,
“Well now that’s the strange thing. Nobody seemed to know. You’d think someone would have known of her family, but, no. Nobody knew her. They buried her in the paupers’ grave, without even so much as a name.”
Maggie lowered her head. She couldn’t look into Ruth’s eyes. She didn’t want to see the condemnation she was sure would be there. For a moment the silence hung heavy between them.
They both heard the clock in hall strike four and Ruth stood.
“I’m pleased that you came,” said Maggie. I shall try to do as much as I can to help Will and Jessie. But,” she added as she saw Ruth’s face, “I shall be most careful. I know my husband – or I am beginning to know him. I shall approach the matter of the repairs with care.”
“Don’t make it difficult for yourself. You have enough to do to cope with your own worries.”
“I shall cope. I am finding that I have some good friends in places I would never have thought. Fate has thrown us together Ruth and I feel that it is for a reason. Let us not waste the opportunities that may present themselves. I, for my part, will try to improve the conditions for those in Paradise Court. There may be little I can do, but I shall try.”
“And, for my part, though it is little, I shall keep my eyes and ears open for news of your grandchild and Patrick O’ Neill,” Ruth answered. She held out her hand to Maggie, who took it in both of hers. “And I will pray for you,” she added.
“Let us both pray for Ellie and for that little girl whose name no-one seems to know.” Maggie said.
CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN
Patrick had never learned to write. He had never had the need, but now, with thoughts beating at his conscience day and night, he wished with all his heart that he could.
“Patrick O’ Neill, what fills your mind today?” Robert Trent, asked him. “You look troubled.”
“I am. That I am. And before you ask, there ain’t nothing you can do about it.”
“Patrick, I have been a prison chaplain for years. There are many things that I can help you with, if only you’ll let me.”
“Not this one. This is my own doing, and it’ll be my own doing to put it right.”
“You are troubled by your wrongdoings?”
“Aye. Mine and others.”
“Do you wish to atone for your sins, apologise to someone?” the chaplain said, hopefully.
“That I do not,” he said, horrified. “Patrick O’ Neill apologise. No. I have nothing to apologise for. I was used by them as ‘as with power and money. Used to do their bidding. And those I’ve hurt in doing it – well, damage is done. There ain’t nothing I can say to ‘em now.”
“Then what do you want to do?” Robert said, sitting alongside Patrick on the slatted bench.
“Maybe I want to do nothing,” he replied
“You just want to live with these demons that won’t let you sleep, won’t leave you alone in the day? Are you happy to have your insides twisting and churning when you remember the things you did? Are you happy to be wondering about those acts you know nothing about – because you did them when the gin had you in its power?
“Now you are free of the haze that comes with the drink, you wonder if, as soon as you are at liberty, you will slip back into that state of doing what you are bid, by whoever offers you the money or the drink. And you worry that you will spiral downwards into that world of darkness where you are no longer a person but merely an animal surviving in whatever way it can. You can still taste the drink on your lips and even while you remember the hell it took you to, you remember the sweet soft relief it brings. Drink is your mistress. She won’t leave you alone. She will take your mind and lead you back down the same path, into the same battle you have just fought so hard to win.”
“Why, what sort of talk is that. No sir, you got it all wrong. I drink when I want to. When I want to. I am...”
“That is exactly what I said the first time I landed in jail. And when I was released, it was straight back to the tavern. Within hours I was wandering the streets begging for money for my next drink, willing to do anything for anyone. I slept in the streets, ate the unwanted scraps of others. You will do the same.”
“No. That’s where you got it wrong,” Patrick insisted.
“I ended up in jail again. For longer. By the time I was released I had promised myself no more – ever. I returned home to my father – who, not being able to deal with my problem, had banished me from his life. I begged his forgiveness and swore that I would make something of my myself.”
“And you end up back in here. Don’t make me laugh.”
“But at the end of today, I will go home. You stay until your sentence is done. I have learned my lesson; you have not. With the help of my father and the love of my mother, I fought my demons and I won. And then, because I know the depths to which a soul can sink, I became a prison chaplain to help people who are like I was. People like you.
“Face your past Patrick. Admit your mistakes. Give up the drink and, where you can, make amends. That is the only help I can give to you.”
“There ain’t no help you can give to me. Except…maybe... look, you gotta let me think about this. There might be something. Can you write?”
“Very well I’m told.”
“Then you could write me a letter. Confidential like.”
“I could, if that’s what you want.”
“I don’t know. Let me think about it.”
“I’ll give you the week. Next week I’ll come and see you again. Unless you want me to come back sooner.”
“Nah. Nah,” he laughed. “God help me there’s only so much of your goodness I can stand at a time.”
“Then next week Patrick, you and I will meet again.”
“And I’ll give this problem o’ mine some thought. There’s them as I’ve wronged and there’s them as ‘ave done me wrong. But I has to think hard Chaplain. I has to think hard.”
“Until next week then?”
“Until next week. And then maybe we’ll give them as needs it, something to think about.”
CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT
“Why didn’t you tell me that you owned the house in which Rose died?” Maggie asked. Each day she was finding it easier to question her husband. Each day seemed to make her more determined to learn more of his life. A life that, for most part, she knew little of.
“Paradise Court is owned by the factory and its shareholders,” Joseph told her, putting his knife down.
“Then why was I not aware? I am a shareholder.”
“No my dear you are not. Your shares are my shares. You have no legal interest in the factory whatsoever.”
“But my father…”
“Was instrumental in bringing us together. He had a vision of the largest factory in the area, catering for the needs of the town – his factory and mine, combined and that is just what happened, thanks to his foresight. On our marriage, your shares became mine and on his death, his shares also became mine.”
“But he would never have wanted me to be excluded, which I have been Joseph. I have not been involved in any aspect of the factory, at least not since Rose was born.”
“Your father may have welcomed your meddling, I do not. Your father may have had a vision of a happy workforce. I do not. We have to produce goods at a price people will pay. We employ as many as we can, that is my commitment to this town. That is my only commitment. Your father would have seen the factory closed within a few years. His workforce took advantage.”
“He cared about this town and the welfare of its people.”
“The welfare of this town is dependent upon more than just my factory. I cannot be held responsible for its hardships. And as for its workforce – they work to live and the harder they work, the better they will live.”
“Then why, when working up to sixteen hours a day, is your workforce still living in slums in the back streets of the town? Why can’t you do something about the disrepair and decay in which these people live?”
“This is your concern now, the houses in Paradise Court? Have you learned nothing from your meddling? Jonathon is quite capable of running the factory – yet you felt the need to interfere. Do you really believe that the people you are trying so hard to help will thank you for your interference? It causes nothing but more hardship. And now, rather than do as I ask and leave my business to me, you seek to interfere again.
“Are you growing bored with your charity baskets? Have you exhausted your interest in the poor? Is it buildings that cause you concern now?”
“At the moment,” she said, ignoring his sarcasm. “At the moment it is. I have seen the conditions there. Our daughter died there. I will never forget the squalor that marked her last days. And I’ll never understand why she felt the need to leave a home where she was loved, at least by me, to live in that dirty hovel.”
“May I again I remind you that it was her choice.”
“I’ll not argue Joseph, if you will only promise to do something for those people who live in the shadow of your factory.”
“Why you insist on visiting Paradise Court is a mystery to me. You have a perfectly good life here. Yet you insist on making a laughing stock of yourself with people who are not fit for you to associate with.”
“I have to come to terms with my grief and Doctor Taylor agreed with me that, though I could never replace Rose or Ellie, I need to fill my life with something other than sorrow. I have become involved with those you detest so much because they are more worthy of our help than you realise.”
“Ah! Doctor Taylor. Of course. You know, I would like to get to know this Doctor. We can both discuss your health.”
“Doctor Taylor has helped me. Without his guidance, I would still be sitting in my room, allowing my grief to control every minute of my day. He has shown me how to manage it. And I shall continue to see him, and take his advice, for as long as I need to.”
“Margaret, my dear, your mental state is somewhat delicate and your grief is making you irrational, and if you are right and this doctor has helped, then I think it only right that I take the time to thank him.”
“I am not irrational Joseph. I think that my mind is clearer now than it has been for years. And I do have Dr. Taylor to thank for that. I know that you wish me to return to Dr. Johns, but I won’t. Dr. Taylor has helped me and I will not stop seeing him.”
“Then,” he said, “if your mind is made up, I shall not even try to stop you. But I beg you to be careful. Be very careful that you do not cause more problems.”
“Your threats mean nothing to me now.”
“You misunderstand me. I am not threatening you. I am merely pointing out that you should take care.”
“I will Joseph. And I swear that I will try not to annoy or embarrass you if only you will carry out the repairs,” she said.
“I will arrange for repairs to be made to the houses in Paradise Court.”
“Thank you that is all I ask.”
“Then I can return to my dinner without further interruption?”
“There is one more thing Joseph, though I am afraid to bring it up.”
“If it concerns Sarah, then there is no need for you to worry. I have already decided that Sarah shall stay. At least for the time being. And don’t ask what made me change my mind, otherwise you may find that I change it right back. I’m sure that her time here is almost done, but since you are so adamant, I will bow to your wishes – again – and allow her to stay.”
“I am grateful, I truly am. But, it was not about Sarah.”
“Then tell me quickly. My patience is beginning to wear.”
“I am afraid of your displeasure,” she admitted.
“Then why invite it? Have you not just sworn to me that you will try not to annoy me?”
“I’m sorry, but I can do no other. It concerns our granddaughter.”
“I have told you not to bring that subject up in this house. We have no grandchild.”
“We have and I will not forget her. You had Patrick O’ Neill take her back to Ireland.”
“It was for the best.”
“But he didn’t take her back to Ireland. He is in Kirkdale Gaol. Ellie was not with him when he was arrested.”
“And you know this for a fact?” he asked, sitting back in his seat.
“I have been told, and I have no reason to doubt the person who told me.”
“One of your pathetic charity cases no doubt. Can’t you see that these people that you mix with – people who mix with the criminal classes – are not worthy of your attention. Your reputation – and therefore mine – is at risk.”
“I need to know where she is Joseph,” she insisted. For my peace of mind, I need to know that she is well.”
“And then?”
“You know that I want her home.”
He folded his napkin and threw it down onto the table. “I did arrange for O’ Neill to take her and I do not regret it. I believed that he had gone back to Ireland. He let me down and he will pay. But regardless of that, I have made my feelings clear. It is of no interest to me where the child is. It is not wanted in this house …”
“She is wanted. She is wanted by me.”
Joseph pushed his chair back and walked around the table to where Maggie sat. He stood behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders, pressing down, gently at first,
“I have told you Margaret and I will not tell you again. That name is not to be mentioned in this house. I have made that perfectly clear and I expect you to respect my wishes. I have made allowances for your madness and I have agreed that you may keep Sarah. Regardless of that, you insist on defying me. Don’t make me angry enough to take action. Now,” he said, squeezing harder, feeling her body tense under his touch, watching as she placed her hands, balled into fists, onto the table, smiling as he slid his hands around her neck, working his thumbs in circles into the soft flesh at the base of her skull, all the time feeling her fear. “If that’s all, may I continue with my dinner without further interruptions?”
Maggie watched her husband sit back down on his chair, pick up his knife and fork and return to his meal. She felt violated by his control. But each time he dishonoured the memory of her daughter, each time he sullied the birth of her granddaughter, she grew more determined.
Now she thought of the friends she had made. Dr. Taylor, Ruth, Mandrake, Will and Jessie. Just knowing them seemed to bring her strength. She focused her mind on Sarah knowing that she could depend on her loyalty. Those thoughts and the memory of Rose and Ellie turned her sorrow into anger and her anger into hate. And her hate fed her strength.
As she looked at the impassive face of her husband, the last vestige of loyalty left her and she felt the first stirrings of desire for revenge.
The revenge that Mandrake Junior had first hinted at.
CHAPTER THIRTY NINE
The upstairs rooms of The Grosvenor Club were out of bounds to all but a few select members. The furnishings were plush. Deep piled Red carpet covered the floor and high backed red leather club chairs were arranged in groups around highly polished cocktail tables. The windows were tall and the curtains tied back, allowing the last of the afternoon light to creep into the room.
In one corner of the room, sitting forward in the comfortable chairs, drinks in hand, Joseph Skinner, Jonathon Huxley and Edwin Perry were deep in conversation.
“I am being pressed by our contact in London,” Joseph Skinner was saying. “You must have more girls ready for me Edwin. It’s been weeks since the last.”
“Soon, Mr. Skinner. I had one. A very attractive proposition, but the stupid girl took flight. Now we have a short wait, but then, I promise you, I can supply at least six, who will be just the right age. Twelve and untouched. Just the right … attributes … pretty girls, all of them.”
“And willing?”
“Of course willing. Why would they not be when they are promised such rich rewards?”
Joseph smiled, “Why indeed?” he said.
“And the price will be the same?” Edwin Perry asked, closing his thick fingers around his brandy glass.
“Exactly the same,” Joseph assured him, turning his attention towards Jonathon. “You are very quiet my friend. Have you nothing to say?”
“Mandrake,” Jonathon said.
“Ah yes. Mandrake and his interfering ways,” Joseph replied. “You worry too much. He is an ineffective voice. No one cares what he says. He is an irritation, nothing more.”
“He is a constant irritation,” Jonathon insisted. “He has his eye on the factory…”
“Wait,” Joseph said holding up his hand. “If we are to discuss the factory, it will be in private. Edwin,” he said, turning back to Edwin Perry, “if you don’t mind. Our business is finished.”
“Of course,” Edwin said, jumping out of his seat. He gulped the last of his drink and bowed to Joseph. “Certainly, I will leave you to your discussions. But please be assured that all is well at my end. The girls at the workhouse await your pleasure.”
“I hope so. Because if I thought for one moment that anything was about to go wrong … well…. it isn’t, is it? So no use you worrying about the consequences.”
Edwin nodded his head. He agreed. Nothing would go wrong. It couldn’t. It wasn’t that he was afraid of Joseph Skinner. Of course he wasn’t. Nervous perhaps, but afraid? No. Yet, there was something in those eyes that was more than alarming. Despite his show of confidence, Edwin felt the trickle of panic down his spine and he backed away, slowly, towards the door.
“Fool!” Joseph said.
“Frightened fool. That worries me.”
“Good Lord, Jonathon! Is there anything that doesn’t worry you at the moment?”
“No. In truth, there isn’t. Mandrake has eyes everywhere. He has agents…”
“Agents! He has one ancient soldier who believes he is able to glean information from those who are too scared to tell. What nonsense! What damage has Mandrake done to us so far? I’ll tell you,” he said, as Jonathon opened his mouth to speak, “absolutely none. The factory continues. The London connection is strong…”
“Edwin Perry is growing more and more afraid of being found out.”
“As I was saying,” Joseph said, glaring at Jonathon, “the London connection is strong. And if, as you fear, Edwin Perry becomes too much of a liability, there are other workhouses with other girls who would welcome the promise of a position in a big country house and fine clothes and jewellery.”
“And will end up in the back rooms of the dirtiest taverns in London.”
“You are losing your stomach for this work Jonathon? Developing a conscience?”
“I can’t help but wonder at the lives those girls will be leading,” he admitted.
“You are in too deep now to let me down.”
“I know that.”
“Come now. Don’t you have a good living? Are you not providing the very best for your own family? Surely that is what is important. These people, these girls, they have no future. If we don’t take them, someone else will. We are giving them a chance. A few years of regular work. And once they have learned their trade…”
“We both know what happens to those girls, within months, not years. They are shells with no heart and no soul.”
“You are turning soft. These girls know what to expect. You think they’re so innocent. They are not. They hear the tales in the workhouse. They may hope for better, but they know their future. They accept it. It is their course in life and they follow it. As did their mothers and their mothers.”
“And the children in the cellar?”
“Are fed and given water. What else do they need?”
Jonathon remained silent. Too late his conscience was troubling him.
He wanted to tell Joseph that he had seen animals treated with more respect. That the children in the cellar worked harder than even a grown man should. Then, when their energy was exhausted, when they were no longer of any use, they were taken out of the cellar and dumped in some back alley in Biddlington. Some survived. The others? Well, Jonathon had stopped thinking about them a long time ago.
Joseph watched his manager’s face carefully, reading in it the doubt. “I hope that you are not beginning to regret working for me,” he said. “I told you from the beginning that I expect loyalty. I am a hard man to please. But I am an easy man to disappoint. Please don’t do that Jonathon. You are far too important to me. I have placed my trust in you. You know my business. All of it. And you have been well rewarded. You have no cause for complaint.”
Jonathon knew he was in too deep. And he knew what that meant for him – and for his family.
“Your children are a credit to you,” Joseph said, watching as Jonathon’s face paled. “It must be a pleasure to watch them grow. It would be a pity if something were to go wrong now. How would they feel? How would your wife feel?” He leaned forward and patted Jonathon’s knee. “Do we understand each other?” he asked.
“Perfectly,” Jonathon answered. “I understand you very well.”
“Good. Then let me tell you now about the repairs to Paradise Court. Mrs. Skinner has decided that we should make the houses more comfortable for our workers.”
“She may be right. Some of the houses are very run down. Windows broken, ceilings rotting.”
“Of course she’s right. And we will do as she asks.”
“So you want me to arrange for the repairs?” he asked, surprised at this turn-about in his employer.
“No. Not yet. Of course not. First of all the rents must be increased to pay for the repairs.”
“Before they are done?”
“Naturally. It is my wife’s mission to help these people. Well, let her help. Soon she will realise that she does more harm than good and then perhaps she will stop this nonsense.”
“Most of them can barely afford the rent they pay now.”
“Then they will not be pleased to be asked to pay more for repairs they didn’t even know they needed. Inform each tenant of the increase and tell those that work at the factory that it will be deducted from their pay, commencing next week. Tell them, if they ask, that the repairs will commence in six months’ time. Let them know that they should thank Mrs. Skinner and her concern for their welfare. That should give them something to think about.”
“You will do nothing more than upset the workers.”
“Who will, in turn, vent their anger on Mrs. Skinner, forcing her to realise that she has acted in error. My wife will learn that she must not interfere in my life.”
CHAPTER FORTY
Jeremiah Mandrake stood on the steps under the town hall clock. The crowd was small. He counted ten men – no more than fifteen. Most were standing by the door of The Tavern, leaning against its walls, tankards in hand.
“These are the people I’m supposed to be saving?” he whispered to Dr. Taylor.
“Give them time. Out of every ten people you speak to, you are sure to arouse the interest of at least one.”
“Well, take a look at these people – tell me which one you think may be interested today.”
Dr. Taylor laughed at his friend’s pessimism. “Are you losing your will? Is the cause becoming too heavy a burden for even your broad shoulders to carry?”
“While I have your untiring support? Never! Onwards. Let us stir these souls out of their ale-assisted apathy and give them reason to raise their arms in protest.”
“You see – you have already inspired at least one person.”
“Ah! You were always such an easy quarry.”
Mandrake Junior lifted his arm and waved the paper in his hand. “Gentlemen,” he called, “a moment of your precious time. Merely a moment and then I will allow you to return to the business of the afternoon. It is after all too cold a day for good souls to be out in …”
“Leave us be with our pints then.”
“In just one moment, good Sir. In just one moment. I am here to distribute this publication amongst you. I have but ten copies, to which you are more than welcome.”
“No good to me, can’t read a word.”
“What’s the good of a newspaper written in London for Londoners? What use is that to us here?”
“Do for lighting yer fire.”
“Do for in yer privy.”
“Tell me again,” said Mandrake, turning to Dr. Taylor, “why I am standing out here on a freezing January day.”
“It’s the Poor Man’s Guardian,” a voice called from the crowd. “You should be glad to take a copy. I will – if you don’t mind, Sir.” Will walked slowly to where Mandrake Junior stood on the steps and reached out his hand. “If you don’t mind.”
“It’s yours, willingly,” said Mandrake. “No charge.”
“If you’ll allow me Sir. If I’m not speaking outta turn, I think you should be a little more – aggressive. These lot here, they don’t know what’s in this. If they did – might be a different story.”
“You know of the Guardian?” asked Dr. Taylor.
“Used to sell it – in London. ‘Till they started arresting us.”
“And you don’t think I’m doing it right?” asked Mandrake.
“Nah – not a bit of it. You’re a gentleman. These here,” he said waving his hand towards the few men who had started to gather around Mandrake, ‘there ain’t a gentleman amongst ‘em. You got to make ‘em listen.”
“Please,” said Mandrake handing him the remaining nine papers, “show me how it’s done.”
“Welcome Sir,” Will said taking the papers and tipping his cap to Dr. Taylor. “And pleased to see you again Doctor.”
“Good Day Will. We’ll stand by and watch if that’s alright with you.”
“Now then,” Will shouted out to the modest crowd. “Them ‘as ‘ave never gone hungry for sake o’ your kids – this ain’t for you. And them as ‘ave never watched your missus cry over a paltry supper, barely enough to feed a mouse, let alone a working man – you won’t want one o’ these. And them as ‘ave never – I say never – had to work until your back’s breaking and your body’s too weary almost to drag itself home – carry on with your drinking. And them as ave never…”
“Oi! We get the message. What you selling?”
“Selling? Selling? Did you not hear the man? Did you not hear him say that you could have these and welcome – not you Arfur – only them as can read.”
“That’d be me lad then.”
“Aye that’d be your Walter – and where is he now Arfur. Where’s that lad o’ yours now.”
“He’s bad, he is.”
“And tell us why. Tell us why your lad is laid up in his bed and ‘as been for these last eighteen months.”
“You know why Will. You seen his legs.”
“Mangled gentlemen,” Will said turning to Mandrake. “Mangled in a nasty accident at work. And how old is your lad Arfur?” Will asked, noticing that the crowd was growing larger as the men who had been leaning against the walls of the Tavern began to drift closer to the Town Hall steps. “Tell us all, how old is your lad?”
“He’s ten now. Eight when his legs got tangled in the wheels o’ that bloody machine.”
“He’s a cripple then?”
“Aye. A cripple for the rest of his life.”
“But his employer – Skinner – he’s helped o’ course.”
“Don’t be bloody daft man. Not even a slice of bread ‘as he offered.”
Will waved one of the papers high in the air. “Then you should know about this Arfur. You and everyone else ‘as ‘as to live under the tyranny of the so-called superior classes. I mean o’ course them employers ‘as don’t give a damn for you or your families. Them as make their living from your sweat and the sweat o’ your young ‘uns.”
“And what good will that do his lad now. Or any of us?”
“It might do you no good at all. I ‘as to be honest. But I’ve read this paper. I’ve sold this paper. I’ve heard the gentleman – and believe me he is a gentleman – ‘as is responsible for this paper,” he said, holding his arm up high so everyone could see what he was talking about. “Read his words. He’s on your side. He’s on our side.”
“You ain’t told us what it’ll do for us yet.”
“Well listen then George Smith. Shut up and listen.”
Will turned to Mandrake Junior. “Sir,” he said. “You have their attention – make ‘em understand why they’ve got to read it and then I’ll hand “em out.”
“Well done, Will,” Doctor Taylor said, patting his shoulder. “Very well done.”
The town was filling with people. Men spilling from the taverns wandered towards the steps where Mandrake stood, Will on one side, Dr. Taylor on the other. There were soon more than a hundred and still more drifting towards the town hall. Word was spreading fast through the narrow streets.
“Will is right,” Mandrake shouted across square. “There are good men in this country. Good men in this town. Fairness is the word. Fairness is our aim. A day’s work for a day’s pay. Conditions that won’t kill a man – or maim a child. Schooling before work for all children. And the right for each man to vote for who he wants to govern him.”
“It won’t change much in Darley Vale. We’ll still be working twelve, fourteen hours,” someone shouted.
“My boy will still have to be at the factory at six and he’ll not be back ‘till eight or nine,” another called.
“That’s true,” Mandrake conceded. “Change take time. It will be slow. But if we don’t start the changes, they will never happen. There are brave men who, every day are willing to face their own dangers to stand up for what they believe is right.”
“And if we do the same, we lose our jobs, our houses. Our children don’t eat,” shouted one man.
“Then it’s the workhouse,” another agreed.
Will stepped up to stand next to Mandrake. “Look,” he called out, “most of you know me. I’ve just lost my job. So’s my boy. I have nothing. A little money left to pay for next week’s rent and then nothing but the charity of others. It’s true! Charity is all I have to feed my family. Then it is the workhouse for me. And I did nothing. Nothing but an honest day’s work. Me and my lad. And yes I know he shouldn’t ‘ave been there. I know he was too young. But he warn’t too young when they took him in through them gates and the overseer stood by, pushing ‘im and pushing ‘im, having ‘im work harder than he had the strength for; giving ‘im jobs he shouldn’t ‘ave been doing. I’m ashamed to say I did nothing. Needed the work. Needed the money.
“But I tell you – I’m more proud of myself standing here before you with not a penny to my name and no job to go to – than ever I was watching what goes on in that factory. Coming home of an evening so sickened to my stomach I could barely eat the supper my wife put in front of me. And my lad – too tired to hold ‘is head up long enough to lift the spoon to ‘is lips.
“I’m scared, of course I am. But not so scared that I’ll stand by now and do nothin’. I know of the hardships we all have to suffer – I’m sufferin’ now. So’s my wife and my boy. But what about those even worse than us? Young ‘uns like Arfur’s lad and those that ain’t even as lucky ‘as him. Least he has a mother and father. Some of these kids, they got nothin’. Spend their lives livin’ in the streets, beggin’ in the streets. How can we close our eyes to that? Isn’t it time we stood for what’s right. Listen to the gentleman. Listen to him,” he pleaded. “If you want better for your families. Listen.”
Mandrake nodded at Will and stepped to the front of the steps. He had their attention – Will had their attention now. “Men have been imprisoned,” he said, “just for selling copies of this paper – yet they don’t give up. Their message is essential. Their fight is too important. The government has imposed a tax on this paper – and others like it – to make it too expensive for you to buy. They are trying to keep its message away from you. Don’t let that happen.
“Today I have ten copies. Share them amongst yourselves. Use them well and read their message. And believe me when I say that there are good men and women all over this country who are sickened at the poverty they see. There are good men and women in this very town who have joined the fight for fairness. The least you can do is read this paper. Think about its message. Believe that we want change. Now, raise your hands if you are willing to take – free of charge – a Poor Man’s Guardian.”
He watched as Will moved around the crowd, handing out copies, sometimes shaking a hand, slapping a shoulder. A well liked young man. Proud and angry. ‘An asset to anyone’, Mandrake thought.
“Will,” Mandrake shouted across the heads of the crowd. “Will – a moment of your time before you leave.”
CHAPTER FORTY ONE
“Well Mandrake,” Joseph Skinner said, standing in front of the solicitor as he made his way out of the square, “busy afternoon selling your propaganda. Your anti-government filth.”
“You’ve read it then?”
“I think not.”
“Then you are not qualified to comment on its contents.”
“We are not in court now Mandrake. Your arguments carry no weight here.”
“Then I look forward to the day that we are.”
“When will you stop this campaign against me? You surely must be growing bored with the whole matter.”
“I think not. In fact, my determination grows daily. When will you allow the committee to inspect your factory?”
“Your committee? Never! A self promoting group of weak-willed failures wanting to tell me how to run my factory. I think not Mandrake.”
“Not so weak and not one of us a failure. In fact I think that you will find we succeed very well, despite our resolve to treat our employees fairly. But that is something you know very little of.”
“My employees are treated very well thank you. And if you have nothing fresh to say to me, I will leave you – these stale insults bore me.”
“Let me take just one more moment of your time – I have someone you may like to meet. Will,” he called, “if you don’t mind.”
Will came to stand by Mandrake’s side.
“Mr. Skinner,” he said.
“Who is this?”
“You don’t know me, Joseph Skinner. I’m Will. I worked in your factory, until I was sacked. Left me with no job and no chance, since each place I’ve been you seem to have put the word out that I’m not to be taken on.”
“What nonsense,” Skinner said, staring at Will, who never wavered under his gaze. “If you lost your job – I guarantee there was good reason.”
“Well,” said Mandrake. “Will has a job now. With me. He is a fine young man and I am sure he will be invaluable to my work.”
“And what is the purpose of you telling me this. You think that I am, for one moment, interested. You think that I care that you choose to spend your time and money on a wastrel who couldn’t keep his job?”
“Will is not…”
“Please Mr. Mandrake, Sir, – allow me,” Will said, his eyes still fixed on Skinner’s face “You’re a spiteful man, Mr. Skinner and I have been afraid of you and what you could do to me and mine. I ain’t afraid no more. You think you can bully and frighten people. Well not me. Not now. I ain’t beholdin’ to you for anything and I won’t be silenced. I’ve seen things in that factory that shouldn’t be allowed – and now I’m prepared to tell. I ain’t afraid of you no more. You can think of me what you will, but you ain’t nothin’. Come the day of your judgment, you’ll be no better than any of us – ‘cept your sins will be greater and they will count against you.”
“And this is what you have to torment me with?” Skinner said to Mandrake. “You are pathetic, both of you and I warn you – slander my name and you will be sorry.”
“The truth is not slander Skinner,” Mandrake said. “And the truth will be your downfall. Now, move over and let us pass.”
Joseph Skinner watched as the two left the square, heads down deep in conversation. He remembered Will, of course he did. And he knew he’d just looked trouble straight in the eye.
He gripped the handle of his cane, pressing its point deeper into the ground, twisting it around, his rage barely controlled. He knew who he had to thank for this.
“That bloody interfering woman,” he said searching the dispersing crowd for Jonathon. He lifted his cane and beckoned him over when he’d caught his eye.
“That idiot, Will,” he said. “He’s going to be trouble. He’s in Paradise Court?”
“Number twenty-five,” Jonathon said. “Same house as…”
“Evict him. After he’s paid his rent of course.”
“Rent was taken from his wages last week. It isn’t due again for...”
“Make sure it’s paid. Every penny and then throw him and his belongings onto the street.”
“On what grounds – if he’s already paid?”
“Use your imagination Jonathon. Whatever you do, it’s his word against yours. Just make sure he’s not in that house come nightfall tomorrow. I want him on the street.”
“He has a family. A baby.”
“Then I’m sure he wouldn’t want them to come to any harm. You understand?”
“Perfectly,” Jonathon said, concerned at the depths to which his employer seemed eager to sink and worried at the growing demands for him to plumb those depths too.
CHAPTER FORTY TWO
Jessie opened the door, even though Will had told her not to.
“Not unless I’m here,” he’d told her before he left that morning. “Keep the bolt across. Don’t let anybody but Ruth in.”
But the baby had been crying and Little Will had been gone for hours and she didn’t know where he was. The fire was burning low, she hadn’t had a chance to even wash herself yet, and already the day was half gone.
And then someone banged on the door, shouting for her to open it and in her heart she knew it was news of Little Will. They’d be bringing him home, dragging him through the square again. If only he could keep himself out of trouble.
So she slid the bolt and staggered back as the door was flung open, banging into the wall.
“We’ve paid the rent,” she said, as they began to sling her things into the square. “We paid it, every penny. Every penny.”
She picked the baby up and held him, pleading all the time. “The rent’s been paid. You know it has.”
When Ruth came along the path and into Paradise Court, barely an hour later, Jessie was sitting on the step, their belongings, their clothes, everything they owned, spread out in front of her, lying limp in the puddles, covered with mud where dirty boots had deliberately stamped over them.
“We’d paid the rent,” Jessie cried over and over. “We paid every penny.”
Ruth took the baby from her arms and pulled her up from the cold step. “Come on now love. Ain’t no good sitting out here. You’ll catch your death and so will this little one. My fire’s burning, let’s get you in and get you warm, then I’ll pick up these things and fix us a drop of broth.
“It’s “cus of Will you see,” Jessie was saying, more to herself than to Ruth. “’Cus of what he’s doing with that Jeremiah Mandrake. Cus of what he’s telling him.”
“About what love?” Ruth asked.
“The factory. Since he’s left the factory, he’s been telling Mandrake what’s been going on in there. Skinner warned him. He warned him and the silly bugger didn’t listen.” She put her cup down and looked up at Ruth. “He don’t care see. About us. Me and the baby and Little Will.” She looked at Ruth, her eyes widening as she remembered Little Will. “I don’t know where he is. He ain’t bin home for hours. I don’t know where he is.”
“Don’t you worry ‘bout that lad. If I know him he’ll be back of someone’s store sweeping or picking up. He’ll come home with a bag of something. Don’t you worry ‘bout him.”
“Will don’t care what he says no more,” Jessie said. “And I know, God knows I know, that things aren’t right in that place, but don’t he understand that Joseph Skinner will make him sorry. He’s told him as much.”
“He’s a brave man Jessie. And a foolish one I’ll grant you. But you’ll not stop him from speaking out now. And you’re wrong when you say he don’t care about you. You’ve only got to look at him to see how smitten he is. And what about Little Will. He treats him like his own son. You can’t get a better man – and you know it.”
“I do know it. In my heart I do; but I’m scared. It was the same before. And he just missed jail that time. That’s why we came here from London.
He saw ‘em coming for him one day. So he hid and when the coast was clear he came for me and we moved up here. He’d got me and Little Will to think about then see, though I know he would have liked to stay and stand his ground. He’d ‘ave willingly gone to jail. He always said he had to fight for the future. “
“And you think he’s wrong?”
Jessie looked over to where the baby lay. “No,” she said slowly. “No I think he’s right. I think someone has to speak out. I just don’t want it to be him. I don’t want to lose him Ruth.”
“You won’t.”
“If Joseph Skinner has his way I will.”
“Do you want me to send someone to fetch Will?”
“I don’t know where we’ll stay tonight. I don’t know where Little Will is. I don’t want to go to the workhouse Ruth. I can’t bear for us to be separated.”
“Come now,” Ruth said as Jessie started sobbing. “Don’t upset yourself until you need to. We’ll think of something. For tonight at least, I can take Little Will. He can squeeze in with one of mine. And if you and Will can manage a hard floor and an old rug – well you’re welcome. Just until you see what’s happening.”
“That’s very kind…”
“Nonsense,” Ruth told her.
“I’ll feel better once Will’s here. And perhaps he knows where Little Will has got to.”
Ruth patted her knee, “You’ll be good as new when you’ve your family around you. Sit there by the fire and rest while you can. I’ll collect those things that are lying in the mud and get one of the young uns to find Will.”
“Ruth...”
“Don’t say another word,” Ruth told her. “Not another word. If the likes of us can’t stick together – then we have no hope.”
CHAPTER FORTY THREE
Little Will knew he was late. And he knew Jessie would be worried. It was already dark and he’d only just started for home.
Jessie had told him no more work. Not until he was older. She wanted him to go to school, learn to read and write, make something of himself. But he knew they couldn’t afford it. Not with Will out of work and four of them to feed.
Working the market didn’t pay much. Not cash anyway. But all he had to do was be there at the end of the day, sweep up a little here and there and pick up the fruit that always rolled off the stalls. And for that he’d get a bag of vegetables and fruit and, if he was lucky, a loaf of bread.
So as he swung his bag over his shoulder and headed, at last, for home, he knew he’d be in trouble. But it’d be worth the look on Jessie’s face and the smile in her eyes when he put the bag in her hand.
And it was better than the factory. Carrying loads he couldn’t handle. The overlooker always shouting for more, more, more. Always more, until his back ached and legs shook with the sheer exhaustion of it all. And the dust and the dirt getting in his throat, stinging his eyes until he could hardly see where he was going. Then the noise of the machines; never ending whine of the wheels turning all the time, droning in his ears, making him feel sick so he couldn’t have eaten his breakfast, even if they’d given him the time.
He was glad to be out of it. Glad to be able to forget the dirt and the filth and the dust. And the crying.
He’d asked Will about the crying, but Will had told him to forget he’d heard it.
“Don’t you go asking about things best left alone,” he’d told him. “Don’t do to be opening your mouth.”
He hadn’t said a word. He’d thought about it, how sad the crying sounded. How lonely.
But that was all behind him now. And he was glad. Now all he had to do was get home. If he ran all the way, shouldn’t take him more than ten minutes, through the town, across Sandy fields, down the churchyard path and into Paradise Court.
Then he’d give his bag to Jessie and she’d smile at him and he’d forget, just for a moment, that his legs ached and his feet hurt and he was sick of being tired and hungry and trying to be a man. And if Jessie was really pleased, she’d lift him up and hug him, and he’d feel his heart swell and he’d want to cry with pure contentment, forgetting for a precious moment, that a bag of fruit wouldn’t solve their problems, wouldn’t put fuel on the fire, wouldn’t feed a baby.
He was almost halfway down the churchyard path when they set upon him. Two, or maybe three of them. He felt the pain like red-hot irons all over his body. His mouth filled with a vile metallic taste he didn’t recognize as blood and his last thought before his world started slipping away from him was of Jessie and how she’d be angry when he didn’t turn up for his tea.
When he was still, they stood over him and watched, just for a minute, just to make sure he couldn’t get up. And then they left him, in the mud and the mire, his groans growing quieter, the blood bubbling from his nose. They left him and they ran, back to the man in the long coat and tall hat, who carried a silver cane and gave them money when they did his bidding and threw them back into the cellar when they didn’t.
Now he patted their heads, gave them their coins and sent them on their way, warning them to say nothing, telling them that he’d know and there wouldn’t be anywhere they could hide where he wouldn’t be able to seek them out.
They went, happily, rolling the coins around in their hands, not even thinking about what they’d just done. And they wouldn’t give it another thought, until they lay in the dark on their beds wondering why sleep wouldn’t come. Then they’d try to free themselves from the memory of a little boy’s cries and the sound of the squelching mud as they pressed his face further and further into the sludge.
CHAPTER FORTY FOUR
“I knew you should never have opened your mouth,” Jessie wailed as Will tried to calm her fears. “Now we’ve lost our home. Everything we own, lying on the ground - ruined. And you still want to...”
“Jessie,” Will said, “I have to do it girl. You know I do. How could I rest knowing what’s going on in there – believing what I do – how could I live with myself if I didn’t at least speak out? And Mandrake is a good man. He’s given me a chance here.”
“But we’ve got nowhere to go Will. It’s the workhouse for us. And where’s Little Will? He’s never this late. Never,” she said, rocking back and forth on the chair.
“Ruth would you?” Will asked, nodding towards Jessie. “Just while I go and look for him. Little bugger’ll be messing around the market again. I’ll fetch him, then I’ll go see Mr. Mandrake. I know he’ll help, Jessie,” he said turning back to his wife. “I know it.”
“Don’t worry about her,” Ruth said. “We’ll cope. You just find that child.”
“Thank you …”
“Not another word Will. I’ve had enough thanks this afternoon to last a lifetime. Just go!”
He found him no more than ten minutes later, barely breathing, his limbs twisted out of shape, his eyes swollen and closed, fruit still scattered around him.
Will carried him back to Ruth’s and laid him on the bed in the corner. Jessie bathed his face and cried as she hugged him close to her, not wanting to let him go, thinking that holding him would keep him with her.
By morning, she was still sitting in the chair, still holding Little Will, talking to him, telling him how much they loved him, urging life back into him.
“He needs the doctor love,” Will told her, “whether we have the money or not. He’ll not survive this without help.”
“Then get him Will. Get Dr. Taylor. We’ll do something to get the money.”
Will knew in his heart that money wouldn’t be the problem. He could easily get the money. Mandrake, Mrs. Skinner, even Dr. Taylor himself. All would be only too willing to lend him the money to provide for the care of the boy who lay helpless on the bed.
But for Will, the anger was back. And the guilt. He knew whose hand had caused this damage. And he knew why.
“I’ll get the doctor,” he told her quietly. “Don’t fret. I’ll be back with him afore you know I’ve gone.”
“Will,” Jessie said. “I can see it in your face. You’ll not do anything daft now?”
“I’m only going to get the doctor,” he said, easing her hand off his arm.
“I know what you’re thinking. But we don’t know who did this.”
“We know Jessie. We know alright. You just see to the boy. I’ll see to my business.”
“Please Will. I need you now. We all need you,” Jessie said. “Just get Dr. Taylor. Don’t bring any more trouble down on us. I can’t take no more trouble.”
He couldn’t stand her tears. He kneeled by her side, stroked the clammy forehead of the boy he’d grown to love. “I’ll fetch the doctor,” he said quietly. “I’ll not be long.”
“Just the doctor Will. Nothing more. Please.”
“No Jessie. I’ll not go looking for trouble. Not now at least. It seems to have a way of finding us. I’ll get the doctor and I’ll see Mandrake. Perhaps he can help us find somewhere. We’ll not be going to the workhouse. Not while I live and breathe.”
“Be careful Will,” she said, her eyes bright with tears.
“I’ll be back soon,” he promised.
CHAPTER FORTY FIVE
Maggie wasn’t sure she should have come. All she seemed to do was bring trouble to Paradise Court.
Will had lost his job. Then his home. The rents had been increased in advance of the repairs that she’d asked for. And then there had been Little Will. And she had no doubt that, somehow, that was her fault too, just as she had no doubt that it was her husband’s doing.
The mornings were growing gradually lighter, the afternoons growing longer. In every other part of the town, early spring bulbs were beginning to show. But here, in this backwater where the damp cold would never release its grip, the icy chill of winter was in the hearts of the inhabitants. It was in their lives. Its bitterness would grip their world regardless of the spring.
“It is a February state of mind, in which I find myself,” Maggie said to herself. “I am full of sorrow, therefore all around me looks dark and miserable. But it is not so and I will not inflict this mood on Ruth, or anyone else.”
She stood at Ruth’s door, forcing a smile she hoped Ruth would not see beyond.
“Mrs. Skinner,” Ruth said, surprised. “I didn’t expect to see you.”
“I may not be welcome,” Maggie said quickly. “And if I’m not, I understand. But I have come…”
“Nonsense – of course you are welcome. Your husband’s actions are not yours. You have only tried to help.”
“But I have made things so much worse.”
“By speaking out for us? It needed doing and if any one of us had done the same, or even less, we would have suffered much more.”
“I don’t know how.”
“Then you know little about your husband.”
“I am beginning to realise that,” she told the other woman.
Ruth stood the door open. “You are welcome,” she smiled. “Come see how Little Will is faring. He’s sitting up and managing a drop of gruel now, thanks to Dr. Taylor. He’ll soon be back out there causing his sister more heartache.”
“Where is Jessie? I really wanted to see her to…well to apologise…”
“No need. You’ve done them more good than harm. You spoke to Mr. Mandrake about Will and now he’s got himself a decent job. And this morning they’ve taken their belongings, such as they have left, to their new lodgings. And that’s thanks to Mr. Mandrake too.”
“Oh, Ruth. I am so relieved. It’s so infuriating to find that my attempts to help have caused even more hardship.”
“Well, you meant it for the best,” Ruth said.
“How can you be so – accepting of your situation?” Maggie asked, unable to hide her frustration.
“In the same way that you must accept yours.”
“But I don’t accept it. I want to scream and fight and cry and all the stupid things that women do that have no effect, other than to antagonize those around them. I hate the things that have happened in my life.”
“But you know that you can do little to alter them.”
“But I know I have to try.”
“You mean that we don’t try?”
“No. No. I didn’t mean that. I know that if you could, you would change so many things.”
“I have children to feed,” Ruth said. “My husband has to provide somewhere for us to live. We have few choices. Those we do have, we have to make carefully. If we don’t…”
“Little Will, rent rises, jobs lost. I understand. But it makes me angry enough to want to do something.”
“Then think carefully before you do. There is a limit to our toughness. We can be broken,” she said, laughing to soften the truth.
“I know,” Maggie said quietly. “But I wish there was more that could be done.”
“You do as much as you can. Like the clothes you sent for Jessie’s baby and the shoes for Will. And I know that it is you who sends the oranges. Sarah leaves them outside the door. We share them amongst the children.”
“It is too little.”
“It is enough. And better than provoking your husband. That does nothing but cause trouble.”
“I don’t understand him. I have never before considered him cruel. And yet, now, I see just how wrong I have been. I shall continue to send small gifts, via Sarah if necessary. What my husband says matters little to me now.”
“As long as you don’t expect thanks. Oh! Not from me, Mrs. Skinner,” she added. “I know what you’ve been through and I appreciate your gifts. So do Will and Jessie. But the others, those who don’t understand. What do you expect them to do? Thank you? Be grateful for what you do?” Because they won’t be. They will accept your gifts, but they will never trust you.”
“Because I am Joseph Skinner’s wife?”
“Because you are you. You have fine clothes, jewellery, you live in a good house in a better part of town. You have everything they could only ever dream of.”
“But you accept me.”
“Because of where I come from. I lived on the farm until my husband’s father died and the bank took the land. I have known a better life than this. I have known those who have prospered. I too have eaten from well-laden tables. If I am truthful, I’m not happy here. I miss my old home. I miss looking through my window and seeing the fields. But we have to make of it what we can. It could have been the workhouse for us. At least here, my family is together. My husband works hard, my children are clothed. I am lucky. One day we hope to move from here and begin to build a better life for our children and as long as I have that hope, I will survive. I can understand you. I can understand them. I have lived in two worlds. And this one is by far the worse.”
“Do you hate this place?” Maggie asked
“I hate the bricks and the cobbles. I hate the factory that overshadows everything we do. I hate the wretchedness of the people. Those who have given up hope. So, yes, I hate this place. Don’t you?”
“I try not to. But I still can’t get the image of Rose out of my mind. I still can’t understand why she came here.”
“We did our best for her, if that makes it easier to live with.”
Maggie reached out and patted Ruth’s hand. “I know you did. And it does make me feel better to know that she had friends. And good friends, I feel.”
“Well,” Ruth said, “That’s the one thing I can’t hate about Paradise Court. The people are – desperate – but mostly they have good hearts and souls. Mostly,” she added. “Rose was a lovely person. Gentle and kind. It was a heartache to watch her go down, while that no good Patrick did nothing. Still,” she said, seeing the shadows cross Maggie’s face, “let’s not get maudlin’. That’s not what you’ve come for. You’ve come to see how Little Will is and so you shall.”
“He will never be the same,” Maggie said as she was about to take her leave. “Something has gone from his eyes. He isn’t the same boy I first saw on the steps that day.” She stood in the doorway, looking across the square. Part of her couldn’t wait to get out of this place. Forget the memories it would always bring. But she was beginning to feel more and more drawn to the people who lived in Paradise Court. Especially Ruth and Will and Jessie. Each visit seemed to pull her closer.
“No, he won’t. He took a bad beating. Not your fault, Mrs. Skinner,” Ruth said quickly. “You can’t blame yourself.”
“I do share the responsibility.”
“No, you don’t. It isn’t your fault that your husband must turn every good deed into a misfortune. Anyway, things will improve. They must.”
“You really believe that?”
“I have to believe something,” she said. “Look! If I’m not mistaken, that’s Jessie now. There look, just turning into the square. Now then, you’ll see that she bears you no malice.”
They talked for a little while, the three of them outside Ruth’s door, until the growing chill forced Ruth and Jessie indoors.
“Give my best to Will, Jessie,” Maggie said, pulling her mantel around her shoulders. “And good luck to you all.”
Ruth and Jessie watched as Maggie walked the length of the Paradise Court. They saw her stop and wave, just before she disappeared around the corner.
“She is a sad, sad woman,” said Ruth. “A sad and lonely woman. I wouldn’t change my life for hers, no matter how much money her husband has.”
“Why does she keep coming here?” questioned Jessie, “You’d think she’d seen enough of this place, God knows, most of us here have.”
“Because for all it’s nothing but the back-end of the town, housing nothing but the dregs of its people; for all the hardship we have to endure and the fights that break out, husband and wife and neighbour and neighbour, there is more warmth in this cold dark place than she will ever feel in her privileged life.”
“Then that is a pity, for she is a good woman.”
“Wasted on a wicked man.”
CHAPTER FORTY SIX
“I have here,” Mandrake Junior was telling the members of the Committee for Reform, “a letter from Patrick O’ Neill. Now, before someone tells me that he is nothing but a vagrant, a criminal from the lowest classes, I am aware of that fact. But, in this case, I am persuaded to take this letter seriously, not least of all because it comes with an accompanying letter from his prison chaplain, Robert Trent, who some of you may know is Lord Trent’s son.
“An honourable man,” they agreed.
“Quite so gentlemen. So I have, anticipating your agreement, arranged to visit Kirkdale Gaol, as suggested by Robert Trent. On Monday, if that meets with your agreement.”
“Mandrake,” Walter Johnson complained. “Just get on with it. You’ll do what you consider right. We all trust you,” he said, scanning the room for dissidents, finding only common agreement.
“Thank you Walter. Shall I read the letter?”
“That would be a start Mandrake. And quickly. I for one have somewhere else to be tonight.”
“We know,” came another voice from the back. “And very pleasant she is too.”
“Enough! Speculation. Mere speculation. I have an appointment with my …”
“Exactly!”
“Please gentlemen!” said Mandrake, bringing the meeting back to order. “This is very entertaining, but we have a serious matter to discuss. And anyway, as Walter says, his private life is – and should remain private. But I do believe her name is Elizabeth and she is very….”
“Envy gentlemen. Nothing more than envy,” Walter responded. “Now Mandrake, less nonsense and more business, I beseech you.”
“Certainly Walter. I will leave the nonsense to you, and conduct the business of the night.”
“‘Sir,” he read as the six men settled and quiet was restored, “I write to you, since you are the chairman of the Committee for Reform at Darley Vale and I know that you have been a thorn in Joseph Skinner’s side for some time. In order to rid myself of the demons, which have haunted me since I met that man, I am willing to pass on to you information you may find useful. But no matter that I seek to ease the burden of my soul, every word I write is the truth.
There is, in that factory, a living hell. There are no other words to describe it. I did my part. I worked for Joseph Skinner since the spring of 1829, first as a factory hand and then as – well, whatever he asked me to be. There is much to say. Too much to write down here. But, if you can arrange to pay a visit to the jail, I will talk to you and try to make amends for my wickedness.
I am ashamed of the part I played in the lives of those poor children and I only hope that you will feel it worth your while to see me.’
“I think it obvious gentleman, that O” Neill had help in constructing his letter and, if we are all agreed, I shall read a letter penned by Robert Trent, which was sent in the same package.”
‘Dear Mr. Mandrake,
If I may introduce myself, I am the prison chaplain for Patrick O’ Neill. I have, on his instructions, written regarding the matters that have been troubling him.
Though I cannot confirm without doubt his sincerity, I do believe that he is telling the truth, as he sees it.
No doubt his memories have been distorted by drink, but there is, I am sure, a considerable amount of truth in what he has told me. He is afraid to have all his recollections written down and I can fully understand this. I have spoken to the Captain of the jail and he tells me that he will allow you to visit, on Monday of next week, if this is acceptable to you. I will be pleased to meet you then, if that would assist you.”
Yours, Robert Trent.’
“There you have it,” Mandrake said, folding the letter and slipping it back into his pocket.
“It tells us nothing.”
“But what promise it holds.”
“If we can trust his word.”
“We can trust the word of Robert Trent,” said Mandrake. “And I will trust my own ears. And those of Dr. Taylor, who I hope will accompany me. Between us I’m sure we will recognise the truth.”
“Then good luck Mandrake, and let us hope that this O’ Neill can give us something useful to use against Skinner.”
“Is that all our business for tonight?” asked Walter Johnson eagerly, causing more than a ripple of laughter.
“Just one more thing, Walter and then you may go,” Mandrake said bowing to his friend. “I want you to meet Will. Come forward Will, stand here with me.”
“Evening gentlemen,” Will said awkwardly.
“Will is an asset. He is a young man. A capable young man. But he is angry, gentlemen. He sought a future, for himself and his wife and children, but instead of a future he almost lost everything thanks to the malice of Joseph Skinner. He lost his job. He lost his home. And, if not for the services of Dr. Taylor, he would almost certainly have lost his son. All for speaking out about the conditions inside the factory. Has he allowed this to deter him? Is he slinking off to lick his wounds, to bow down to the control of the corrupt? No. Of course not. Is he afraid of Joseph Skinner? Afraid for his family? Yes he is. And yet he stands here ready to help. Ready to do anything to improve the lot of those who fortunes are less than our own.
“Tonight when we sit before our fires, our hunger well sated, we should spare a moment to give thanks for Will and those like him. Those men who are afraid and yet willing to risk what little they have in order to stand up to the likes of Joseph Skinner. They should be our inspiration. If ever, while you reap the generous rewards of your labours, you wonder why we bother to battle against this plight called poverty, just remember Will. Remember his son. And thank God that it is not your own.”
CHAPTER FORTY SEVEN
“Gentlemen,” Patrick said as he sat opposite them in the chaplain’s room.
The guards stood by the door, their sticks in hand, ready.
“Mr. O’ Neill,” Mandrake said, not offering his hand, but taking his seat on the long bench that ran on one side of the table.
“Mr. O’ Neill,” Dr. Taylor added, nodding as he took his seat beside the solicitor. Robert Trent stood, leaning against the wall behind Patrick. This was Patrick’s tale. He was only there to observe and to make sure that the truth, as far as he knew it, was told – and heard.
Patrick was clean. His face shaven, his eyes bright. His clothes were ragged and coarse, and though his skin had the pallor of the prison, he looked healthier than he had ever looked. Life in prison had been kinder to him than life outside.
“I think that Patrick would like to tell you his story, in his own words,” the chaplain told them. I think that you will find it informative,” he added, nodding to Patrick.
“I ask little for myself,” Patrick told the two men sitting, stone-faced, opposite him. “First off you got to understand that. I’ll do my time without complaining. Good God, I’m better off in here than I’ve ever been now the drink is out of my system.”
“That’s as it may be,” Mandrake said, “but understand that we make no judgment until we have heard all that you have to say, then, should we have questions, we shall see how fully you can answer them.”
Patrick looked squarely into the face of Mandrake. “You can doubt me as much as you like now,” he said. “But I’ll answer your questions. I was done wrong. I want it put right. That, Sirs, is all I ask.”
“Understood,” Mandrake said. “Tell us your story and leave us to judge for ourselves.”
“I’ll not start at the beginning for that would take forever. I’ll just tell it from the day that Jonathon Huxley came into my sorry life. I wasn’t so old. Maybe seventeen, maybe older. I was sitting outside a tavern, begging as normal for a penny for a pot of ale. So, Jonathon comes up to me and plies me with a few and I end up going with him. Offers me a job, doing nothing but watching. Sitting outside the doors all night, watching.
“The doors are at the side of the factory. Skinner’s factory as I know it now. Didn’t know then. Didn’t care neither. Anyway, two narrow doors, leading... well I didn’t know that either, at the time. When I did find out it was too late for me.
“I must have been doing that, just sitting, watching, a few months at least, until one night, late summer I believe, I hear such a hammering and banging on the doors. And shouting. Sounds like a legion of ‘em yelling and doing. Well, I looks around for any sign o’ Jonathon or Mr. Skinner and I unlocks the door and opens it, just an inch or too. There’s a boy of maybe nine or ten, and another behind him and more as far as I could see, not that I could see much with it being so dark. So black inside.
“They begs me to let ‘em go. Say they can’t breathe in that hole. Say they’re hungry, more hungry than anyone has ever been. And thirsty. Nothing to drink but dirty water.
“I tell ‘em, ‘no way’. My job was to make sure they didn’t leave and I was doin’ my job. I wanted the drink. Hell, I needed the drink. So I forces ‘em back in and follows to make sure they don’t try makin’ a bolt for it again. I’d never bin in before so I suppose I was a bit curious. I follows the boys down the stairs, keeping ‘em in front of me all the time, poking and pushing ‘em with a stick and before we reaches the bottom, I smells the stench. I ain’t never smelled anything like it before or since, and I tell you gentlemen, I have been in some filthy places in my time.
“At the bottom of the steps is doors, opening inwards, into the room. I pushes the boys into the room and as my eyes grow accustomed to the ‘alf-light afforded by a single candle, I sees something I ain’t never forgot.
“There’s forty or fifty packed into that underground hell. No windows, no light, but what the candle gives. And none of ‘em more than nine or ten, ‘cept for a handful of girls.”
“Was there anyone there with them? Anyone in charge?” asked the doctor.
“Not a soul, as far as I could see.”
“All boys?”
“Boys and girls.”
“Were they separated at all?”
“No. They were all together. Fact is, the older girls tried as best they might to give comfort to the younger ones.”
“What did you do about this?”
“What could I do?”
“You could have come to us,” Mandrake said angrily. “You could have gone to the constable, or the justice of the peace.”
“Please gentlemen,” Robert Trent said, “let us have no recriminations. Hear him out first, before you apportion blame, then, condemn him if you feel you must. But at least let him finish.”
Mandrake bowed his head. “You’re right. We came here to discover the truth and we will listen.”
“That,” said Patrick, “is all I asks. As far as the constable and the justice is concerned, how am I to know who to trust. Joseph Skinner is a wicked man. Those who cross him pay the price.”
Doctor Taylor thought about Little Will and the people of Paradise Court, who were paying because Maggie tried to stand up for them. “I can understand that,” he told Patrick.
“Thank you for that at least Sir,” Patrick said. “I did the only thing I thought I could. And that, if ever they’d have found out would have been all the more trouble for them kids. And me? Well, on my dear mother’s life I swear I would’ve been found, floating in the canal. Fallen in, drunk, they would’ve said.
“But I couldn’t get those kids out of my mind. A drunkard I may have been. There have been few hours in my life when I could say I was sober, but them children, they got to me and I had to do something, though I’ll be the first to say now that it wasn’t enough.
“So every night, about the same time, I slips down the filthy stairs and takes fresh bread and water. ‘Tis all I could afford to do. They shares it between them, best they could. Then I leaves them, sitting on their filthy bundles of straw, while I sit up on the top of the stairs with the doors open. Hoping the night air would freshen the heaviness of their dungeon.
“And then, one night, just before I was to take my usual trip down those steps, Jonathon and a man I’ve seen in and out the taverns comes by. He undoes the bolt and they both go down. I stands just by the door and opens it enough to hear what’s being said.
“Now I am sorely ashamed of what I am about to tell you Sirs. And since I have been sober, I have blamed myself every day that I was not man enough to do something then and there. But this is my only way of making amends and I beg you to act to stop these vile animals.
“Those two men drag a skinny young girl up the stairs and out into the night. She’s crying and screaming, and the man whose name I cannot tell you – though it would give me pleasure to do so, if I only knew it, hits her so hard she falls to the ground, silent. Jonathon picks her up and slings her over his shoulder. They look around at me. I’m sitting then on the ground, my head in my hands. ‘You’ve seen nothing you drunken bum,’ the man tells me. ‘You seen nothing, you say nothing‘ then, for good measure, he kicks me, hard like, in the back. I fall backwards and then I remember nothing more until dawn.
“I knows what happened. I knows what they’d taken that poor girl for and I knows she’ll not be seen again, other than in the back rooms of the taverns waiting for the next customer who wants to amuse himself. I hated myself that day. Hated myself more than ever. I drank more. Lost myself, though I continues to take the bread and water, and more when I can. But still, it’s so much easier to be drunk than sober.
“Every day I see Jonathon and every day I fear it could be my last. The way he looks at me, the way he watches as I walks past. I feel like the fly in a spider’s web.”
Mandrake had been watching Patrick’s eyes. He believed Patrick, but there were many questions to be answered.
“You have no evidence that Joseph Skinner knew, either of the cellar, or of the girls taken into prostitution?” he said.
“I don’t know nothing about evidence. But it’s ‘is factory and nothing goes on there he don’t know about. Skinner’s a bad ‘un. He’s rotten through and through.” Patrick said. “I know that more’n anyone.”
“What happened then, after the girl was taken,” asked Dr. Taylor.
“Few days later, Joseph Skinner says he has a job for me. An important job I ain’t to let him down on. I was away from the factory then. I don’t know nothing else. “Cept I heard them kids tried it with the new caretaker. Old man he was. Did the same as me. He gave ‘em water, slipped ‘em food, let the air in, till Skinner found out.”
“He was found one morning,” Mandrake said, looking at the chaplain. “An old man lying dying in the lane behind the factory.”
“Could’a been me,” Patrick said. “He was just a poor old sod.”
Patrick stood quickly and turned his back on the three men. “Anyway, that’s all I have to say. Use it. And if it is the death of me – then it’s no more than I deserve.”
“You have been honest?” Mandrake asked. “You have told us the whole truth – as you know it?”
“I have told you everything I know about Joseph Skinner’s factory.”
“Patrick,” warned the Chaplain. “We talked about the need for you to tell the whole truth. To tell all that you know.”
“There is more?”
“No Sir. No more,” Patrick said. “Least not about the factory. And the other – I’d just as soon keep to myself.”
The chaplain sighed. “Be sure Patrick. Be sure of what you are saying. You know what depends upon your word. It is not merely your own salvation you seek. There are others that you should think about.”
“Aye, and those others, and more like ‘em, had no time for me. No time at all. Not a kind word, nor a kind deed. They gave me my name - ruffian, villain. Well be damned to ‘em. Let ‘em wait on me.”
“Patrick, please…”
“No! No more. I’ve said enough. The rest I’ll keep to meself. But think on this,” he said, placing his hands on the table and leaning across to Mandrake. “Supposing I do tell it all now. What have I got then? No – don’t look like that. I’ve got to live. I’ve got to survive. You come back ‘ere in a few months, just afore I’m due out and I’ll give you my terms – and they’ll be fair. But I’ll not give away all I have just to ease me conscious. A clear conscious don’t fill a stomach.”
Mandrake stood, “Very well then, we’ll not plead. When you are ready, we’ll be willing to listen.”
“I’m sorry gentlemen,” the chaplain said, showing them out of the room. “I wish I could enlighten you. I wish that Patrick would tell it all. It is between him and his conscience. But I will tell you that what he has on his mind – what he is punishing himself with, has no bearing on the factory. As far as that goes, he has given you all the information he has.”
“We believe that,” said Mandrake, glancing at Dr. Taylor for confirmation. “I just wish he trusted us enough to confide in us totally.”
“It’s not you he doesn’t trust. It isn’t even that he is holding out for payment. Though he’ll tell you that and I couldn’t blame you for believing him. No gentlemen, in my opinion, such as it is, it is his betrayal of someone he grew fond of that he regrets – and to admit that betrayal to you will only serve to make it more real to him. And I believe that he was fonder of this person than even he knows.”
“You have a liking for Patrick O’ Neill?” Dr. Taylor asked.
“Strangely, you believe?”
“A little.”
“Several years ago, I fell victim to the lure of drink. I was no better than Patrick O’ Neill or thousands more drunks who litter the streets. My mother was consumed with fear and shame. My father – by far the most practical man I have ever met, at first denied me, then took me, a limp, shapeless, ghost of the man he had hoped I would be, and he drove the drink out of me. I am ashamed to say, the worry of it nearly killed him.”
“So you can understand the likes of Patrick O’ Neill.”
“Understand him, sympathise with him, feel that I can help him, when others think him beyond help.”
“Do you think you could persuade him to be a little more forthcoming?” said Dr. Taylor. “I believe the ‘special job’ Skinner had for him involved Rose Skinner. Would I be wrong in thinking the information he has relates to that?”
“In what way?”
“Rose was living with Patrick when she died and I cannot see any reason she would have been doing that unless Skinner had a hand in it.”
“Then, it would not be betraying a confidence to say that you would not be wrong.”
“And O’Neill had grown fond of her?” asked Mandrake.
“I believe so.”
“Then he was not the one to betray her?”
“No.”
“It was her father?”
“You would have to speak to Patrick.”
“And since we already suspect that her father forced her out of her home, separated her from her mother and turned his back on her, there was a deeper treachery that we know nothing of.”
“As I say gentlemen, you will have to ask Patrick.”
Dr. Taylor looked hard into the chaplain’s eyes. “Has he spoken to you of the child?”
“He has.”
“Is she alive?”
“Patrick did nothing to the child. But…to answer your question, as best I can, I would say the child is not alive.”
“But she could be?”
“It is doubtful. But possible.”
“And you can tell me no more?”
“You understand the principle of confidentiality and trust Doctor. You too Mr. Mandrake. You are both professional men. You must understand that I have to honour my pledge to Patrick.”
“In that case,” Mandrake said. “You must go back in there now and persuade Patrick to meet with us again. Tell him that we need all the information he has relating to Rose Skinner and the child. Tell him that, if he doesn’t talk to us, I will make sure that he rots in jail…”
“You can’t do…”
“I know that. But he doesn’t. There is a woman almost going out of her mind with grief and worry. I have to do what I can to help her.”
“I will try. But I have to tell you, that Patrick O’ Neill has been threatened with beatings, hunger, poverty and jail for most of his life. He has told me these things because his conscious is just awakening from its alcohol induced stupor. I am loathe to force him back into the darkness of his own mind.”
“Then to soften the blow, tell him that if he co-operates with us now, we promise him help on his release from gaol. It is his choice.
CHAPTER FORTY EIGHT
“So we have a problem my friend. Do we tell Mrs. Skinner what we have learned? Do we do that to her? Or do we keep our counsel until we have made Joseph Skinner answerable for his deeds. Does she even need to know of our visit to Patrick O’ Neill? At least at the moment.”
It had been a difficult two days. The journey to Kirkdale had been uncomfortable and their return hampered by bad weather. Even the warmth of the drawing room, and Mandrake’s most expensive brandy, sipped slowly from his most treasured glasses, had done little to relieve their mood.
“Lie to her?” Dr. Taylor asked. “When her life has already been full of so many lies?”
“It is not so much lying. Merely keeping our own counsel, until we know more. You, more than anyone, know the state of her mind. Is she strong enough to hear that we have spent hours with the man she considers responsible for her daughter’s heartache?”
“Didn’t you promise to tell her all that you discover about Ellie?” insisted the doctor.
“No. No, I didn’t. I promised to tell her all I found out regarding her whereabouts. This doesn’t help us find the child. It gives us no clues at all to her whereabouts. And the only indication we have that she may be dead, is the Chaplain’s fear.”
“And yet,” Dr. Taylor said. “I am reluctant to withhold the information. Especially since she is now aware that O’Neill is in Kirkdale jail. But if we tell her of our visit, she will want to know every word that passed between us. You’re right, of course, Mandrake. There is no good news for Maggie in O’Neill’s words. Perhaps we should keep silent.”
“Particularly if there is no need to burden her with what could be a total fabrication.”
“You think that O’Neill was lying? An easy way to extort money?”
“No. I think he was telling the truth about the factory. And I think that there is much we don’t yet know about the life and death of Rose Skinner. There is more to be learned of Ellie and her fate. But it would be foolish to trouble Mrs. Skinner until we have something substantial to tell her. It seems doubtful to me that the child will be found. Alive at least. Surely that will be heartache enough for Mrs. Skinner to endure when we do know the truth. Then she will have to be told.”
“You are right. Of course you are.”
“But it sits uncomfortably on your shoulders – to lie to the woman of whom you have become so fond.”
“It does,” he admitted. “And yes. I have grown very fond of Maggie. And I would do anything I could to protect her from more distress.”
“And yourself? She is married to one of the most obnoxious men I have ever had the misfortune to meet. He is guilty for the plight of – well – who knows how many children. Who knows how many have been injured or killed over the years? How many he has kept in that stinking cellar? He is undoubtedly responsible for the procuring of young girls, girls who will now never know a good home, or a good man. Who will never have the opportunity of a comfortable life, and will be responsible for bearing more illegitimate children who will find their way to the streets. And so the pathetic wheel keeps turning. Until we stop men like Joseph Skinner, our streets will never be free of beggars.”
“Quiet yourself Mandrake. You are not preaching to the masses now. I am fully converted and support you totally.”
“I apologise,” he laughed. “Never miss an opportunity to expound my theories.”
“If they were but theories, then we would all be happier. But we know that all you say is true. There are many Joseph Skinners. In every city in this land, it’s the same story.”
“Then we shall do our bit,” Mandrake said, raising his glass. “To our parish and to ridding it of Joseph Skinner.
“I will drink to that!”
“It is too late to act tonight, our honourable Justice will no doubt be easing the cares of his day at his club, helped by the copious amounts of brandy that have put that not-so-healthy glow to his cheeks, but tomorrow I shall approach him and request that he and the constable accompany us to Skinner’s factory.”
“You will need me with you. No telling what we may find there.”
“Yes, you must be there, though I pray that your medical expertise will not be necessary.”
“Do you think I should at least warn Maggie?”
“I advise you do nothing. Nothing at all. We may find that Patrick O’Neill has told the absolute truth, but his mind has undoubtedly been confused by drink and his recollections may be flawed. Until we know the truth of that place and what wickedness lies within its walls, I think it pointless to concern Mrs. Skinner. And if what Patrick O’ Neill tells us is true, then, Doctor, I think that Maggie Skinner will need a friend. And talking of friends, here is my lovely wife, no doubt to remind me that it is late and that I have a propensity to sit in this more than comfortable chair, cradling this more than satisfying brandy, for far longer than is good for me or my guests.”
“Right again Mandrake,” his wife said. “And the doctor is looking tired. In fact Daniel, you look troubled. Has this oaf of a husband of mine been dragging you down into his dubious world of sin?”
“Why Catherine!” Mandrake said “You make it sound positively interesting. If only it were so. I am afraid,” he said turning to Dr. Taylor, ‘that my wife thinks it time I retired to my bed. So friend, since I always do as my wife suggests – she being by far the most intelligent woman I have ever known, I must bid you goodnight. But be sure, you will hear from me first thing tomorrow.”
“And if I had a wife anywhere near as handsome as yours, I too would take little persuasion to do her bidding.”
“You two think that flattery will turn my head? Well Mandrake, for your information, I am made of sterner material. And you” she said turning to the doctor, “you are charming and handsome – qualities my husband had in abundance – years ago. But I have to tell you that it is time that you found yourself a companion. Someone to share your life. That would take that troubled look off your face, if only for a while.”
“And there is the rub, dear wife. Sometimes it is not possible to have what we want, or what we need. Sometimes one’s duty must come before one’s desires. And I fear that this may be so in this case.”
“This,” said Dr. Taylor “is where I take my leave and thank you for the brandy and the advice.”
Catherine Mandrake crossed the room and placed her hand on Daniel’s arm. “Ignore him,” she said, squeezing his arm. “Follow your heart. It will never let you down. Do what you know is right. Seek your happiness wherever you can find it. Providing you hurt no-one, you have every right to seek your own solace.”
“I shall do as you say Mrs. Mandrake – and God bless you.”
“Do not be flattered my dear,” Mandrake said to his wife. “He dares do no other than agree with you. He knows only too well the power you yield in the Mandrake household.”
“Bed for you Mandrake. You are an old man. You need your rest.”
“Think hard my friend,” Mandrake said, as he raised himself from his chair. “You see what troubles you invite into your life when your heart is captured by a woman.”
“If only my troubles were as pleasant as yours.”
Mandrake showed his guest to the door, standing to one side to allow him through. “Take care my friend. And if you must – and I know you must – tell her as little as you can. Don’t endanger her peace of mind with things she need know nothing of. At least not until you have to.”
“I will do whatever I feel necessary - for her and for those children who may well be living in some kind of hell we know nothing of.”
“That’s all I ask. It’s all I can ask.”
“By tomorrow, things may be clearer. Let us hope so. For the sake of us all.”
“Especially for the children.”
“Especially for children. All of them,” Dr. Taylor agreed.
CHAPTER FORTY NINE
Dr. Taylor stood for a while, looking up at the darkened window.
He loathed Joseph Skinner. The very thought of him filled him with disgust. And he was not ashamed to admit that part of his loathing was due to his increasing fondness for Maggie. He knew that he was beginning to care, far too much, for Joseph Skinner’s wife.
Since his own treasured wife had died of cholera in the back streets of Glasgow, nursing those who had little help and little hope, there had been no-one for Daniel Taylor; no-one who came close to Beth, whose delicate features and gentle ways gave no indication of the strength of mind she possessed. Stubborn, beautiful Beth, stolen from his arms too soon.
Now there was Maggie, with that same vulnerable defencelessness and that same core of strength she had yet to recognize.
He wanted to protect her, shield her from the sadness he knew would never leave her. He understood. He knew her guilt. If he hadn’t been a doctor, if he hadn’t insisted on working in the most deprived areas, if he hadn’t allowed Beth to accompany him on his visits, if he hadn’t let her to help him nurse the sick, she would be with him today.
For a while, after she died, he’d refused to practice his medicine. He’d allowed himself to be carried along on a wave of despair, until, slowly, he began to realise that Beth would have wanted him to go on caring. To go on helping where he could, to do the work they had both believed in. Slowly he began to grow more passionate about his calling and, moving from the place where too many memories haunted his nights, he travelled the country, working where he was needed. Day and night, tending the sick, easing the minds of those in pain, crushing his own pain under concern for that of others.
He came to Darley Vale intending to stay for a while, for a few weeks, maybe a few months and, as soon as he began to feel the desire to stop running and settle down, he would move again.
But the firm of Mandrake and Mandrake approached him to advise on the health of the factory children and as he listened to Mandrake Junior and felt his enthusiasm, he felt the stirrings of fury in a heart that he had thought frozen.
He had always believed that children should not be worked. He knew that hours spent in the factory deprived a child of the most precious years of its life. He knew that factory owners and their managers worked the children as hard as they worked any man. He’d seen the results of labours too hard for soft bones to withstand in the deformities he was faced with every day of his working life. He knew all this and he damned those whose greed blinded them to the plight of these children.
He had thought those responsible merely foolish. Negligent. Ignorant. But never deliberately cruel. And then he became acquainted with the ways of Joseph Skinner and he swore his total allegiance to the Committee for Reform, knowing that he would not be leaving Darley Vale. At least not until Joseph Skinner had been taken to task.
The anger at his wife’s death, the disgust for a system that deprived children of a childhood, that broke the backs of men and the hearts of women, that allowed people to live like animals in houses so lacking in sanitation that disease was rife throughout the cities, gave fuel to his purpose.
He wasn’t as outspoken as Mandrake. He wasn’t a speech-maker, a mover of men, but he was committed and he was resolute. And he loathed Joseph Skinner and men like him.
Now, he stood outside that man’s house, worrying for the welfare of his wife, praying that what they had learned from Patrick O’ Neill, was not true, but fearing that it would be.
It was ten-thirty and he had been standing for almost an hour, waiting for Skinner to leave for his club. His patience was rewarded.
He knew that it was too late to be calling, but he had to see Maggie tonight.
“Is it Ellie?” she said, alarmed, as Sarah showed him into the sitting room. “Do you have news?”
“No. No news of Ellie,” he said, pushing the conversation with the prison chaplain to the back of his mind. “Please don’t distress yourself. Forgive me for calling at such a late hour. It isn’t Ellie. I have come to warn you that there is likely to be some form of action taken against the factory as early as tomorrow morning.”
“Then,” she said indicating the large chair. “Sit down and tell me. Would you care for brandy?”
“Thank you, but I won’t sit,” he said. “I’m sorry Maggie, I confess that I am on edge tonight. “I’m worried about you,” he told her. “Mandrake will see the Justice of the Peace in the morning. He is to ask for a warrant to search the factory and I expect that we will soon know for sure what horrors have been taking place in that building.”
“Horrors?”
“We believe so,” he said, silently cursing himself for alarming her. “Though, until we have gained entry, we can’t be sure. But don’t let it concern you now. Leave that to us. I only want to warn you. We weren’t sure – Mandrake and I – whether to tell you. Whether we would worry you unnecessarily. But whatever happens, Joseph will be angry and….Maggie,” he said earnestly, “I am afraid for you. I’m afraid for your well-being.”
You think he is a threat to me?” She said, acknowledging his concerns.
“I’m afraid of how he will react. And yes, I think he may vent his anger on you. I want you to go away. If only for a few days,” He said, pacing the short space between the two chairs.
“Joseph tried to send me away,” Maggie said. “I wouldn’t go then and I won’t go now.”
“I have seen the results of Skinner’s anger,” Dr. Taylor said. “I have only to picture Little Will lying in that bed to realise the extent of his evil.”
“And what would you suggest I do?”
“Visit with your relatives for a while.”
“Please, sit down Daniel. You are making me more nervous than I have ever been with Joseph. I know you mean well. I know that you worry about me – and I find it a comfort to have someone...you...concerned for my well-being, but I will not leave this house now. You know how I feel about it.”
He sat opposite her, knowing her determination and understanding it. She was so much like Beth. Like so many of the women he had met. Soft. Gentle. But with a core of power that ran through them, giving them the strength to cope with the heartaches that life hurled at them, day after day.
Women who sat and watched as children slipped away from them, women who tended broken and crushed limbs and toiled in conditions no living thing should have to tolerate.
He admired their strengths. He knew their weaknesses. And those who fell into the depths of depravity, selling their bodies and souls because they could do no other - who was the weaker? The girl who knew no better than to follow her mother’s trade. The woman whose children starved if she didn’t offer herself to any man willing to pay? Those who were beaten into submission?
Or the men, like Skinner, like Edwin Perry, like Jonathon Huxley, who bartered with lives already broken beyond repair?
Daniel Taylor had never had any doubt. Now, as he looked at the resolve in Maggie’s eyes, he thought how much like Beth she was, and he knew he wouldn’t be able to change her mind. He wouldn’t try to.
“Then I shan’t try to force you. Please just take care. We don’t know what the next few hours may hold.”
“Don’t worry about me Daniel. Do what must be done and do it quickly. I just want this nightmare to end.”
“Then promise me that you will never be alone with him. At least keep Sarah at your side. And if there is any hint of his anger, leave and come to me.”
“I promise,” she said. “Now tell me, there is something else worrying you. I can see it in your face – is it…?”
“Ellie. No – I know nothing,” he said, dropping his eyes. “But I worry about her – and you. Because it is possible that she may never be found.”
“And you think that I cannot cope with that?”
“I think that you would find it difficult. Perhaps impossible.”
Maggie leaned forward in her chair, “Tell me Daniel, truthfully, do you know where she is?”
“No. Not at all. We have no more idea now than we ever had.”
“Yet you feel the need to prepare me for her loss?”
“It is no more than a fear for your well-being. I swear there has been no further news,” he said. “Forgive me Maggie. I seem to be over-anxious tonight. I am anticipating trouble where they may be none. But it is only because I am concerned about you.”
“Last night I lay in my bed. Not sleeping,” she told him. “I don’t sleep. But now it doesn’t worry me because the thoughts that will not leave me, keep Rose and Ellie alive in my mind. I wear the black of bereavement. I have had Rose’s hair made into a mourning brooch, which I wear every day. People still greet me expecting me to be a broken woman with nothing more than sorrow in mind. I am playing the part. But you know that I do not feel sorrow. I do not grieve for my daughter. All I feel is anger. A rage that I let her down. That Joseph let her down.”
He stood up now and moved over to her.
“Maggie,” he said softly, “we all mourn in different ways.”
“But that’s just it Daniel. I am not mourning. I am waiting. Waiting for Ellie. Waiting to carry out my daughter’s wishes. Waiting to start again.”
“With Ellie?” he asked
“With Ellie – if that is my future - without her if that is what I must endure. But until I know, I live in a state of uncertainty and disquiet. I am alone with my fears. Truly alone. And do you want to know something strange?” She said, her hands gripping the arms of the chair. “When Joseph is in the same room I feel more alone that ever. He wants me out of his life. I know that.”
“I am here for you,” he said softly. “I will always be here for you.”
“I believe that you are. And I am so glad. But until I know for sure what has happened to Ellie – I am always going to feel this wretchedness. And I accept that. I want it. Until I know the truth. And then, whatever that truth may be, once I know it, my life will move on. Then I will allow myself to grieve. Then - and only then - will I leave here. I can’t stay forever, not as long as Joseph is here. I know that. But when I do leave this place that I love, it will be because I am ready to.”
“And if you never find that truth? This will be your life? Tied to a man you fear?”
“It has to be. I let my daughter down. I will not let my granddaughter down. I have no right to contentment – I don’t think that I will ever feel happiness – until I know. And if I never know, then I will never find peace, and I will live with that.”
“Maggie,” he said earnestly, kneeling in front of her. “You will not live with that, you will die with that. The woman that lies within you will not survive that. And Rose would not want that for you.”
“Perhaps not. But that is how I feel.”
He took her hands in his, “I don’t want that for you. I want to see you smile and hear you laugh. I want to know the Maggie that lies beyond the sadness. I want …”
“Oh, Daniel. Please don’t…”
“I’m sorry,” he said releasing her hands. “I shouldn’t have……..
She placed her finger gently on his lips. “Please don’t say you didn’t mean that.”
“I do mean it. I want so much for you. You will be happy again Maggie. I will do everything in my power to make you happy.”
“I really believe you would,” she told him. “But for now there is only room in my heart for Ellie and for Rose.”
“I understand that. And I understand that you have Joseph,” he added.
“I do,” she said. “And I wish with all my heart that I didn’t.”
CHAPTER FIFTY
“It’s not just me as wants it sortin”.”
“It can’t be done Will,” Mandrake told him for the second time. “You’ll end up in jail. There’s no doubt about it. And then what happens to your family?”
Will banged his hand down on Mandrake’s desk, shaking the papers, scattering them. Mandrake didn’t move. “Sit down Will. Sit down.”
“I’ll not sit down. Not while…”
“I said, sit down man!”
Will slumped down on the chair. What strength he had, he didn’t want to waste on fighting the man who had saved his family from Westcliffe Hall.
If it wasn’t for Mandrake, they would be homeless. He would be without a job and without a wage. Mandrake had helped him pick up the pieces when his life seemed shattered beyond redemption, and for that reason, he held his tongue.
“I know how you feel,” Mandrake was saying. “I have children. I can image how worried you were when you lost your job. I can imagine your shame, having to depend on a child as young as Will to earn enough to feed you all. I know what it must have felt like when you found him lying in that mud. I know how angry you must be – how angry I would have been. And yes, we do know who is responsible. But that doesn’t mean that you can take the law into your own hands. If we are to defeat these people, we do it within the law, otherwise, we have lost. And so have the generations that will follow us. We fight for them as well as for ourselves.”
“You have tried to fight it with the law. The Justice of the Peace laughed at you…”
“Not quite Will…”
“He laughed you out of his office,” Will insisted.
“Mandrake,” Dr. Taylor said, “I have to agree with Will this time. Those children are rotting in that stinking hole and we are powerless to help them? I cannot believe that. Surely if the law will not act – then who can blame us if we do?”
“Sir,” continued Will. “You know that I am grateful to you and…”
“Do you trust me Will?” Mandrake asked
“I trust you. But this time I think you’re wrong.”
“You are not a stupid man,” said Mandrake. “Think what I have said. We are fighting a war, not merely a battle. In every town, in every city in this land there is a factory like Skinner’s. In every place in England there are children toiling under masters who would extract from their emaciated and weakened bodies, the last vestige of work, the last drop of blood, if it meant that they could spread their tables thick with the food their workers can only dream of. We condemn them. Every day there are voices raised against them. But, as yet, we are few and they are many. We have to gather our strength. Grow stronger, day-by-day. We must stand above them, our values unquestionable, our principles untarnished, otherwise those good people that we need on our side, will view us as no more than a rebellious group, intent on causing unrest. We cannot allow ourselves to be dragged into unsavoury behaviour.”
“And we cannot allow children to suffer, and to die because we are afraid to act,” Dr. Taylor said.
“Not afraid. Never afraid. Not for ourselves at least. Maybe for the future and the hundreds of thousands of children who will perish if we allow our movement to become despised before it has even started. If we were to march into Joseph Skinner’s factory, past his caretakers and overlookers, if we were to break down his doors and demand that he show us what he is at such great pains to hide, we would be the ones who would be seen to be wrong. You know that Will. You know that we tread carefully, or we bring our movement to its knees. And more importantly, Skinner would vent his anger and his malice on those poor souls we would leave in our wake. We have no proof – we have nothing to support our claims. The law will protect the rights of Joseph Skinner.”
“But what of Patrick O’ Neill’s statement?” Dr. Taylor said. “Surely the Justice must take note of that?”
“A liar and a thief. That’s what the Justice called him. He’ll take no note of what O’Neill says,” Mandrake said, adding quietly, “It makes me wonder if even he is in the pay of Skinner.”
Will sat, his elbows on his knees, his head bent forward. “There has to be a way,” he mumbled. “There has to be.”
“There is Will. That is why I ask you to trust me.”
“I do trust you Mr. Mandrake. I truly do. But I know that if just one more child suffers for one more hour, I shall not be able to live with myself.”
“I am as frustrated as Will,” Dr. Taylor said. “Here we have a statement and yet the Justice is not prepared to even consider it. It does seem that Will has a point. And all the time these children are crying out for our help. There has to be a way.”
Mandrake watched Will and Dr. Taylor as they sat, their heads bent.
“For God’s sake,” Dr. Taylor continued, “no more than half a mile away, there are…”
“Alright! I agree. I only wish to keep within the boundaries of the law, for all our sakes.”
“I say, we go in,” said Will.
“And I agree with Will – though,” added Dr. Taylor “perhaps we could approach the Justice once more. Plead our case more strongly.”
“I cannot do more than I have already done. He won’t budge. I fear that his hands have been tied by his association with Skinner.”
“So we can do nothing more?” asked Will
“Not at the moment. Not at least within the spirit of the law,” Mandrake said.
“And what of the spirit of justice? What of the spirit of fairness?”
“I agree,” said Mandrake. “I am no more willing than you to have those children suffer more than they have to.”
“Then we act,” Will said.
“I agree,” Dr. Taylor told him.
“And you are both prepared to stake your reputations, your livelihoods, your very freedom to protect these children?”
“Was there ever any question that we would?” Dr. Taylor asked. “Will – are you prepared to risk the well-being of your family?”
“I don’t want to cause my Jessie more trouble than she’s already got. But I have to say, I don’t want to spend another day knowing that children no older than Little Will could be dying – and I do mean that Mr. Mandrake – I do mean dying in that stinking cellar.”
“If I am to be overruled on this, and I see that I am, then I suggest we meet at nine-thirty, here. By that time I should have managed to gather most of the members of the committee…”
“Sorry, Sir, but if we involve them – then there’ll be nothing done,” Will said. “By the time they’ve discussed and decided and argued, them kids’ll be worse off than ever.”
“He’s right Mandrake. If we are to do something – anything - then the three of us will act. We can involve no-one else.”
“Am I to have no say in this?”
“I respect you more than anyone else I know,” Dr. Taylor told him. “You are the most honest man I have ever met, but this calls not for honesty, but for daring – and Will has that enough for all of us. I am more than willing to follow him.”
“Mrs. Mandrake will not be pleased,” Mandrake conceded.
“You’ll tell her?”
“Absolutely not. Not unless she needs to secure my release from jail. And then gentlemen, we will really know what trouble is.”
“So then, Dr. Taylor, Mr. Mandrake, by nine-thirty, no later, we will meet at the factory. The Wallasey Road wall, by the doors. We will meet there and do whatever we have to?” Will asked.
“What of the caretaker? asked Dr. Taylor. He’ll be in his position by then.”
“There will be one of him and three of us Sir. He won’t be a problem.”
“Then tonight at nine-thirty we will beard the lion in his den, so to speak,” said Mandrake. “And gentlemen, we – and only we - will face the consequences.”
“I am relieved Sirs,” Will told them. “I couldn’t have stood another night, wondering what was happening in that cellar.”
“Well just a few more hours now and we’ll all know,” Dr. Taylor said. “I just hope, for the sake of those children that we are wrong. And for our own sakes – well let us hope that Mandrake is truly the best solicitor in the area, otherwise we may be facing the wrath of Joseph Skinner and I think you know only too well what that may mean.”
“I am very well aware,” Will told them. “So, if you don’t mind, I’ll get off home for a while.”
“Please do Will – spend some time with your family. I trust that your wife is feeling much better now that Little Will is showing some signs of improvement?”
“She is feeling better now that we have a roof over our heads again - and as you say, the boy is making some headway, and that’s all thanks to you. I can’t thank you…”
“No need of that now Will,” Mandrake said. “Be off to your home and be at the factory tonight – if we’ve not sent for you before and let’s all pray the night ends with us all lying in our own beds.”
CHAPTER FIFTY ONE
Thomas was shivering. He couldn’t keep his limbs still. Even when he curled up into the smallest ball and hugged his knees to his chest, the shaking spread in vicious waves through his body.
His stomach had stopped hurting, but his head felt as if it would burst and the black shapes that had filled his sleep, hovered above his head now, never leaving him. Waiting for him.
Walter had gone. Taken. Wrapped in the old sacking he lay in. And Henry. Days ago. Albert from across the room. Taken. All of them. Dragged up the steps as if they were nothing but waste from under the machines.
Albert had made them sing. In the thick darkness, in the middle of the night when they couldn’t sleep for the cold or the heat or the hunger, Albert would make them sing, and the nights had seemed shorter. Not quite so dark. Not quite so bad.
But then Albert became sick. They all became sick. And the nights grew silent and long and dark again. Except for the crying. There was always the crying.
Days ago they’d stopped bringing them in, the ragged wide-eyed children who were already frozen with fear. There was no-one new in the cellar. For days there had been no work. No food. Just the filthy water that made them ill as soon as they took a sip.
They were going to die. They all knew it. And some of the children welcomed it. It was as though they were just waiting for it to happen. Then they could go, wrapped in their sacking, out of the hell they had been living in. Death could be no worse. It was not to be feared.
But Thomas wasn’t ready to die.
It was hard to breathe in the cellar tonight. There was no air. There never was, but tonight it was different. Worse. He tried to lift his head seeking what air may come from the uncovered window. But there was nothing. Except - the faint memory of a smell he thought he recognized. Comforting. Warming. The smell of long winter nights. The fire. Logs burning. He remembered burning logs, smoke drifting up through the chimney; wet logs, spitting smoke out into the room, making his eyes smart. But not like now. Not growing stronger, burning his throat, taking his breath, filling his lungs, making him cough.
Fire! And he couldn’t move. Couldn’t shout out. Couldn’t lift himself off the floor; couldn’t crawl away from the smoke and the flames and the fear.
And then he felt the grip of someone’s arms around his shoulders and the taste of panic in his mouth. He barely heard the voice in his ear as he was lifted up off his bundle of sacks. He scratched at the face that was suddenly too close to his and screamed as terror forced adrenalin through his body giving him strength to fight the man who held him too tightly.
But he wasn’t strong enough. Could never have been strong enough, even if his body hadn’t been weakened by hunger and thirst and disease. His fight was soon over, his strength soon gone and as the noises of the cellar grow faint to his ear, he began to fall into the pit he had tried so hard to avoid.
His eyes closed to the world he hated, yet clung to, and his mind retreated into the places he had feared. He heard the words of the man who held him in a grip so tight, that he felt his body would be crushed, “No. Quiet now, child. We’re here to help. To help…..”
And for just a moment, before the darkness swallowed him, the voice, its gentleness, its kindness, brought an intense burst of hope and in one last act of faith, Thomas gave his trust to the voice and allowed his body to go limp in the arms that held him so tight.
CHAPTER FIFTY TWO
Sarah burst into Maggie’s room. “Miss Maggie, the streets are full of talk. It’s everywhere. Everybody knows.”
“Except for me, Sarah. I know nothing.”
“The factory Miss Maggie. There was a fire last night. Around about ten-o-clock they reckon. They broke in and found…”
“They found children, sleeping rough in the cellar,” Joseph Skinner finished for her as he came in through the door. “Needless to say, I am appalled that such a thing could happen without my knowing. Jonathon has a great deal to answer for.”
“And the children?” Maggie asked as Sarah left.
“Two or three children. No more than four. In the cellar. Asleep.”
“Are they…are they hurt?”
“Your friend, the Doctor whisked them away. He refused to tell me how they are. I shall find out – eventually.”
“What were they doing there?”
“Oh, I have no doubt that they had found their way in from the streets. The cellar afforded them warmth and shelter. It is after all, winter. Even sleeping in the cellar must have seemed preferable to sleeping on the streets.”
“And you had no idea they were there?”
“None whatsoever.”
“Even though I had told you before that there was crying coming from somewhere in the factory?” Maggie asked, “Did it never cross your mind that there could have been children in the cellar?”
“That crying – should it have been real and not merely your imagination, a supposition fed by your current willingness to believe those people you consider worthy of your time - could have been anywhere.”
“But it wasn’t, was it?”
“Apparently not.”
“And those people that I consider worthy, well Joseph, they appear to have been telling the truth. So now my father’s factory has been used…”
“Your father is dead. The factory is mine. And before you allow your imagination to run away with you, three or four children, beggars, paupers, homeless brats, found their way off the streets and into my cellar.”
“And you were totally unaware of their presence?”
“Of course I was. Magaret, please don’t allow your obsessions to cast doubt on my integrity. It may have escaped your notice, but my factory could have been ruined. My manager is at the moment being questioned by the Justice of the Peace and I have had little or no sleep. I am not in the mood for your pointless questions and even less welcome are your unspoken accusations. I know what you are thinking and you are wrong.”
“Then tell me the truth.”
“The truth is that someone set fire to the factory. If their mission was to destroy me, they have failed. The factory will continue, and so will I. Nothing has changed. Nothing.”
“What will happen to the children?”
“The workhouse. Where else?”
He stopped at the door, and looked back at Maggie, “Of course, it comes to mind that you had an interest in the factory. You have been asking questions, interfering, wanting to know all manner of things. You wouldn’t have any idea who could have done such a thing as to set fire to it I don’t suppose? After all it was your father’s dream and I don’t think even you would condone the ruination of it.”
“I think that my father’s dream was destroyed long before the first flame took hold.”
“Oh Margaret, life would be so dull if I didn’t have you to spar with. You make a fine adversary. Just don’t forget your place. You are my wife whether you like it or not,” he said. “Now I have business. Dinner tonight at eight. Perhaps you and I can talk. If you think hard enough, you may be able to come up with some answers for me.”
“I don’t think so,” Maggie said. “I know nothing – but even if I did…”
Joseph was back across the room in three strides. He slid his hands around Maggie’s neck, squeezing gently at first. And then harder. And harder.
“If you did, you would tell me. Wouldn’t you Margaret? Wouldn’t you?”
Maggie dug her fingernails into the backs of his hands until he released his hold.
“I would tell you,” she said, rubbing her neck. “Of course I would. But I don’t know who would do such a thing.”
“Not your doctor friend? Not your friends from Paradise Court?”
“No. No. They wouldn’t.”
“I hope not. For their sake. And for yours. My patience is almost spent. They are no more than a nuisance, these friends of yours. You are becoming a burden. A thorn in my side. Be sure you don’t give me cause to remove you.”
“Just go Joseph. See to your business and leave me alone. I have never done a thing to harm you. You have no reason to threaten me. Or my friends.”
“You need to be reminded where your loyalties lie. Your new-found friends are nothing. Don’t ever forget that. Everything you have, you have because of me. If I hadn’t taken you – and your child – where would you be now? Think of that Margaret and then perhaps you can show me the gratitude I am owed.”
“I am your wife Joseph and that is my misfortune. You didn’t marry me. You married the idea of your own advancement. You wanted my father’s factory and once you had it, I became nothing to you. I was a means to an end. And if you hadn’t taken me as your wife – my daughter would still be alive. So don’t expect gratitude from me. You may think you own me – but you don’t. And you never will.”
“Well, you’ll never believe me, but that is exactly what your daughter said. I proved her wrong. She didn’t believe me – and look what happened.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“It is supposed to mean that it would be better for you if you started to obey my wishes. Don’t cross me Margaret. Don’t ever cross me again. I will take no more of your defiance. Think back to Rose and beware!”
CHAPTER FIFTY THREE
“Has he told you what we found in the cellar?” Mandrake asked Maggie.
“He tells me that three or four children – beggar children – found their way from the streets and slept in the cellar.”
“Do you believe him?”
“No. But I know nothing about what happened, other than what I have learned from my husband and from gossip brought in the house by Sarah and Charlotte. I can believe neither version of events.”
“And that is why you have come to me today?”
“I need to know the truth. I am hearing so many different tales and all I really need is the truth. I am reluctant to admit it, but Dr. Taylor is right. I can’t stay in the house with Joseph any longer, much as I love it, much as I hate to leave. But I can’t leave until I know what is happening.”
“You want me to tell you what we found?”
“Everything. Don’t try to protect my feelings Mr. Mandrake. I want the truth.”
Mandrake Junior stood and stretched his back. It was only a few days after the raid on the factory and climbing through windows, small enough to resist even a child’s body, had taken its toll. His wife was right. He was an old man.
“First of all – tea I think. Evans will oblige. Tea, I believe makes even the most unpleasant of matters easier to accept.”
“Don’t humour me Mr. Mandrake. I won’t wilt with the first distressing thing you tell me.”
“You’re right,” Mandrake said, his face showing his concern. “I won’t. You are far too intelligent. I intended sending Evans for Dr. Taylor. I just wanted him to be on hand…”
“You think that I shall fall ill with what you have to tell me?”
“I think it upsetting. I think it too much for anyone to hear.”
“I have not seen Dr. Taylor since the night before the fire. Since he told me that I should leave.”
“He wanted to see you, to explain, but he – we both – are aware of your husband’s ill temper and we felt it wise not to inflame it further.” He smiled, “A rather poor statement, in view of the events at the factory.”
“You have no idea what it’s like for me sitting hour after hour, wondering. The truth, whatever it is, will be easier to bear than the images my mind is capable of conjuring.”
“Let me send for Dr. Taylor. I know he would prefer to be here. My aching bones and my wife both testify to the fact that I am an old man. My body is weary, my mind is not as clear as it was. Dr. Taylor will remember, and understand anything that I do not. And I would feel happier.”
“Then, yes. If you think it necessary, please send for him, though I know that your mind is as clear as mine.”
Mandrake nodded towards her and slipped out through the office door, leaving Maggie to wonder again at the way her life had changed in such a short time.
First losing Rose and then Ellie even before she had chance to get to know her; coming to terms with the fact that her husband despised her and had taken everything she had thought good and corrupted it; and facing the fact that she was about to lose her home and Sarah.
“There will be nothing left. Nothing to remind me of Rose. Nothing for me to hold onto. Nothing,” she said, not realising that she’d spoken out loud.
“There will always be your friends,” Mandrake said softly as he came back through the door. “No matter what happens, there will always be someone for you Mrs. Skinner.”
“I know. And I thank you for reminding me of that,” she said.
“Evans has gone to fetch Dr. Taylor. While we wait for him, I suggest we take a cup of his fine tea.”
“And discuss the weather?” she asked.
“Sorry,” he said. “I did it again. I have a tendency to patronise, I know. My dear wife is always telling me …,” he flustered.
“Tell me how you came to notice the flames in the factory,” she said, smiling at his embarrassment.
“Ah! That I can explain. Fortunately I had been walking with my – well – let’s just say he is a business acquaintance, I’ll just call him B.J, I’m sure I’ve mentioned him before. He works for me – sometimes - and we – he really – spotted the smoke. ‘Mandrake’ he says, ‘that’s a rum do. Seems to me as if the factory is on fire. And we – well me really – ran to the nearest door – which is the side door and we pushed against it…and – well there it was.”
“You are such an educated man Mr. Mandrake,” Maggie said. “And a fine speaker. I have heard of your speeches. I have been on the receiving end of some of them. But you are such a poor liar. And if you are to tell an untruth, especially an important one, such as this, surely you should be better rehearsed?”
“There is no point withholding anything – sooner or later you will hear how it really was,” Dr. Taylor said as he came into the room. “Better that you hear now, from us.”
“Dan…Dr. Taylor,” Maggie said. “I’m glad you’re here. You are about to tell a more convincing story?”
“Mandrake will tell you the truth. As much of it as we know. But I warn you Maggie, it is not pleasant. Any of it.”
“Then let’s not waste any more time. The sooner I hear it, the sooner I can come to terms with it.”
“Very well,” he said, pulling a chair closer to hers. “The whole truth. Mandrake,” he said turning to the other man.
“The whole truth?”
“Absolutely. The time has come.”
Mandrake shuffled in his chair before facing Maggie. “First let me tell you that we had information, a meeting with an informant who acquainted us with the facts of the cellar,” he began. “What he told us gave us grounds for requesting intervention from the Justice of the Peace. He told us that there was a hell-hole down the cellar, where children – boys and girls – were taken from the workhouse, kept in appalling conditions, given little to eat, dirty water to drink and then worked hour after hour in the factory, until their bodies could take no more.
“He told us about the girls who were kept there until they were old enough to be sold into prostitution.” His voice was rising, his face growing more and more angry as he remembered the sight that met him as he descended into the dark dungeon that had held so many innocents. He stopped, the memory, for a moment, too much to bear.
“Please, go on,” Maggie said softly.
Dr. Taylor turned to Maggie, “Mandrake approached the Justice of the Peace, but apparently our Justice is as open to bribery as the Factory Inspectors.”
“Unfortunately,” Mandrake said, “we were not able to rely on his help. So, we went it alone.”
“Mandrake went it alone,” Dr. Taylor corrected. “For the best possible reasons of course.”
“You have much to lose Daniel,” Mandrake told him. “ Will has a family.”
“You too.”
“It is done. No more to be said. And it turned out for the best.”
“Be that as it may, you alone should not shoulder the burden or suffer any recrimination for what happened. When we realised that we could not depend on the law for help, we decided – all of us – to take matters into our own hands. We needed to enter the building – and we agreed to meet at nine-thirty that evening to do so. But, when we arrived – myself and Will and those other members of the committee we were able to contact and who were willing, the factory was alight and Mandrake and B.J. were already in the cellar.”
“You started the fire?” Maggie said.
“I did,” Mandrake told her. “I did. There is no blame attached to anyone else. No-one else even knew. We had arranged to meet, as Daniel says, at nine-thirty. It was a simple matter for me and my good friend B.J. to get there half an hour earlier and set the blaze.”
“But why? Did you really intend to destroy the factory?”
“No. No. Certainly not. We had intended a small blaze. It was merely a diversion that got a little out of hand. The flames spread more quickly than we anticipated and what started as a means of getting past the watchman, turned into a fight to rescue the children,” Mandrake explained. “Will had intended entering the factory with no cause whatsoever. That would only have resulted in him being jailed, or running into your husband’s band of villains. He has had enough trouble. I couldn’t let him do that.”
“So, the fire gave you the excuse to break down that door?”
“We are heroes in the parish,” Mandrake said. “Following the rescue of those poor children, we are heroes, B.J. and I. Yet we put those children at great risk and that sits uneasily on my shoulders.”
“You did what you thought best,” Maggie said. “I see your reasons, but I don’t understand why it had to come to that.”
“We had nothing more than the statement of a villain to go on – and no help from the constable or the Justice of the Peace. If we had been wrong, if the children had already been moved, if our informant had been lying, we would have been guilty of breaking and entering and causing damage. And even though we did find what we feared, and worse, the crime of breaking into a building carries a far more serious penalty that that of cruelty to a child. I could not allow the others to risk their livelihoods, their reputations, their families, on the word of…of our informant.”
“But you could not stand by doing nothing if there were children in peril?”
“Exactly. So there was only one course of action, and I took it. And I am glad that I did, though the memory of the smoke and the flames closing around us still fills me with a fear of what might have happened.”
“Can you tell me what you found in the cellar?” Maggie asked softly.
“How much do you want to know?” Mandrake asked her.
“She wants to know it all,” Dr. Taylor broke in.
CHAPTER FIFTY FOUR
“The cellar was, of course dark and damp,” Mandrake told her. “It was as you’d expect a cellar to be. It was as we had been told. The smell was overpowering and we covered our mouths with our sleeves. There was no light. No even one candle. We had taken lamps and B.J. stood in the centre of the room and spun his lamp around slowly.
“We saw very little at first and heard only the scuffling of the rats as the light fell upon them. Then we saw hoards of vermin running around the walls and the floors and over the bundles of rags lying everywhere.
“There was a single window, and that’s where we found most of them – the children. I suppose because the only stream of fresh air entered through its broken panes.
“The walls were green with damp. Beetles and cockroaches infested every crevice and the floor was no more than dirt, thick with the contamination of human waste.”
Maggie shuddered and he stopped. Dr. Taylor took her hand squeezed it. “Go on Mandrake,” he said.
“But more than all of that, there was a feeling of malevolence such as I have never felt. Almost a presence in the putrid air seeking to drain the very life out us. I looked at B.J’s face then and saw mirrored in his eyes, the horror I felt in my heart. Our disgust was eased a little when it appeared that no-one was in the cellar. We thought we were alone in that hell-hole. We thought that we had been mistaken. Or that we had been ill-informed. We hoped that we had been ill-informed. And it did cross our minds that Skinner had removed the children. We were wrong.
“The bundles slowly seemed to take shape. We trailed the lantern over the floor and gradually we saw limbs. Children. Dozens of children. There was sickness written upon each face. And terror. What they suffered while they’d been locked in that place, only they will ever know.
“We started to lead them out. We had to move quickly, the flames were beginning to take hold and the smoke grew thick. Many of the children were too weak to move and had to be carried. B.J. picked up one poor child who was barely alive. For all his weakness, he kicked and screamed to be let go, until he realised that we were his salvation. And as that understanding dawned on him, he lay his head on B.J’s shoulder and fell into a state of unconsciousness.”
“From which,” Dr. Taylor added, “he has not yet recovered.”
“Then we heard the others coming,” Mandrake continued. “Will and Daniel were shouting for help and we were lost in a rush of men beating back flames and carrying out more and more children.”
Maggie looked steadily at the two men, seeing clearly the strain on their faces. “How many children?” she asked quietly. “How many children did you take from the cellar?”
“In total thirty three. Twenty four boys and nine girls.”
“And how many are sick?” she asked Dr. Taylor
“All are malnourished and weakened. Some have broken bones, which have healed over time, twisting their limbs in grotesque manner. Their bodies may recover – with care. Whether their minds will recover is another matter. Two are beyond help. They are so weakened by starvation and illness that I fear they will not survive. It is just a matter of time for them. One more, the boy Mandrake spoke about, whose spirit lives, even though his body has been beaten and bruised, will survive. His determination will carry him. This boy has something to live for.”
Maggie dropped her head into her hands, “If only I had known.”
“Maggie,” Dr. Taylor said, “you are not to blame for any of this. Any of it.”
“He is my husband!”
“And you didn’t know.”
“These fine clothes,” she said, pulling at her skirt. “This jewellery, these shoes, all bought with the sweat of those children, while they lay in filth, with no-one to give a damn. No-one to care.”
“But we do care. We all do.”
“Too late,” she said. “Too late.”
“No. It’s not too late. It’s only just beginning. We shall not let this happen again. We will spread the word throughout the country. Use this as our argument for change. We will not let these children suffer for nothing,” Mandrake said.
“And my husband?”
“Swears he knows nothing about it all. He will come out of this with his factory and his reputation intact.”
“He tells me there were no more than three or four beggars taking shelter in the factory.”
“He is a liar, but we can do nothing against him. Jonathon has taken the blame – and Joseph Skinner has let him,” Dr. Taylor told her.
Mandrake laughed derisively, “Jonathon has a family. He will do as he is told. Joseph will make sure he keeps his mouth shut. Look at what happened to Will and Little Will. Jonathon will be richly rewarded for taking the blame; for protecting Skinner’s ‘good name’. And his family will go unharmed. He will go to jail. But not for long. There is no concern to protect the child in this country of ours. Horses and dogs, yes. You cannot beat them, Sir. You cannot keep your animals in poor conditions. But the children. Do as you will with them. There are as nothing. People see the injustice, but for their own reasons, fear, complacency, compliancy, say nothing. Life is not valued in this land of ours. And children are the cheapest commodity of all.”
“You are understandably bitter,” Maggie said. “I am at a loss to know how to react. I am numb. I can’t quite take in all that you tell me. Though I believe every word,” she added quickly. “And Joseph will not be taken to task for his part?”
“Not while Jonathon is prepared to take the blame.”
“What will happen to him?”
“He will stand before the magistrates charged with cruelty but he will not suffer long for his or your husband’s actions.” Mandrake said. “The children we found in the cellar will never fully recover. They will be scarred for the rest of their lives. They are the children we shall see on our street corners, begging for food, too crippled to work. They are the ones who will steal to survive. Who will commit whatever sin they need to.”
“And the girls?”
“Well we have saved them for now. But where will they go? What will they do? There is only one way for them to earn a living and they will do that rather than starve. We have saved them. But what have we saved them for? What else awaits them?”
“Then we are helpless in the face of such decadence. In a society that gives little to those have nothing, you are telling me that your work is useless?”
“No! No! Never useless. Just not enough. Until we can convince more and more people to stand up for what they surely must know is right, our small victories will be hollow. But the world must change. We cannot give up until all the children in this country are given the very basics of human needs.”
“Then,” Maggie said, leaning towards him, “Don’t give up. Don’t let my husband get away with this. Insist that he stand trial with Jonathon. Make your witness talk. He was quick to condemn him when he had no need to face him. Let him stand by his words in court.”
“There is something you don’t yet know Maggie,” Dr. Taylor said. “And I think, that you should be told.”
“I agree,” Mandrake said. “Let us be totally open about this. The truth is what you wanted. I think the time is right for you to have it.”
CHAPTER FIFTY FIVE
“I won’t leave. Not now,” Maggie said. “I need to know what Patrick O’ Neill has to say. He must know what happened to Ellie – and yet he has said nothing?”
“You have to go away from here Maggie. At least for a while. You would be safer. Joseph is angry and he will turn his anger on you.”
“No. I’m sorry Daniel. I can’t go. Not until I know what has become of my granddaughter. And if Patrick O’ Neill knows where she is – how can I possibly think of leaving. She could be closer than we think.”
“Or she could be a hundred miles away. Or she could be…”
“I know that,” Maggie said. She was pacing the small area at the back of the room now. She was nervous. Her movements, panicky, filled with anxiety. “That thought haunts my every waking moment. But until I know what happened to her. Whether she is dead or alive, I will not leave.”
“In one way,” Mandrake said, “O’Neill seemed reluctant to speak of Rose. Almost as if he felt it disloyal to betray her secrets. And yet – he seems to need to clear his conscience. He hates your husband and he distrusts you. He is complicated. Good and bad, and confused. It’s difficult to know what to make of him. And yet, every word he told us about the factory was true.”
“He told me that Joseph knew of the baby. I didn’t believe him,” Maggie said, wringing her hands. “And yet, when I questioned Joseph about it – I was unsure. And,” she added, “Patrick told me that Joseph had made arrangements for Rose to see a doctor who would… who would… I didn’t – I couldn’t believe that either. And yet, I knew in my heart, that he spoke the truth. All these months I have been trying to push that thought out of my mind.”
“Maggie!” Dr. Taylor said, catching her as she stumbled backwards. “Here sit down. I knew this would be too much for you.”
“No. Please don’t fuss. I am alright. Truly. It’s just remembering those words, and the way he said it. He was telling the truth. I’m sure of it now. Joseph knew that Rose was with child. But he still forced her out of her home. And he didn’t tell me. He never mentioned it.”
“Maggie please can’t you see that this is all too much for you to bear. You must leave. Today,” Dr. Taylor said. “You can’t stay with him, doubting him the way you do. You can’t be near him without saying something to arouse his anger.”
“I must stay. I’ve told you. I won’t leave until I know what has become of Ellie. And I won’t leave until Joseph pays for his wickedness. He must be made to pay for his sins.”
Daniel Taylor knew that this would be an argument he was bound to lose. Maggie needed to assuage her own guilt and the only way she could do that was to make her husband accept responsibility for the lives he had ruined – and pay for each one of them.
“At least promise me that you will not be alone with him. Take to your room. Feign illness. Anything to avoid his temper.”
“If you are afraid for me, then talk to Patrick O’ Neill. Demand that he speak out and stand by his accusations. Let the truth come out. Let my husband be punished for his evil. And, in the meantime,” she said, “I will promise you that I will take care. More than that I cannot say.”
“Then that will have to do. But I am not happy Maggie. I am not at all happy. And I won’t be until I’m sure that you are away from this place and that man.”
CHAPTER FIFTY SIX
The light still hurt Thomas’s eyes. His bones still ached and he had a gnawing fear inside his stomach that he couldn’t rid himself of; even though he was sure he was safe. The room was quiet and comfortable and the bed was big with cool sheets that soothed his bruised body. The voice was so soft, so gentle, that he could barely hear it.
“You can open your eyes, it’s safe here. No-one is going to hurt you.”
He turned his head slowly towards the voice, afraid yet to trust it. Tears began to sting his eyes and he screwed them closed even tighter. Cool hands brushed away the tears and a voice began to hum gently.
He heard the door open and the gentle voice stopped. And then a different voice, deeper, not so gentle, but familiar, reassuring, strong.
“Hello there young man. You can open your eyes now. You are in safe hands. Mrs. Mandrake’s chicken broth is the best in the land. She’ll have you feeling fit and well before you know it.”
“Leave him be, Mandrake,” his wife said. “He’ll take the broth when he’s ready. I know you’re worried about him, we all are, but he’ll be alright. The boy is made of sterner stuff that you might imagine.”
“You are, as usual right. But I would dearly love to see this child awake and…”
“You will,” she said, turning her attention away from the boy in the bed to regard the worry in her husband’s eyes. “Now go. You see to your business. Leave me be while I will see to mine.”
He opened the door, standing for a few minutes watching the child, reluctant to leave, though he knew there was little he could do. Later perhaps, when the child began to trust again.
“You would have liked a son Mandrake,” his wife said, reading the wistful look in his eyes.
“I have three of the finest daughters in the land,” he said.
“Even so, a son is something you have always had in your heart.”
Mandrake said nothing. He didn’t have to when his wife knew so well what was in his mind. She knew that there was no way he would allow this boy to be placed back in the workhouse. Not as long as there was room here for him. And there was. She knew that he would not deny this child a future and she would not deny her husband his wish.
She turned back to the bed and looked into the bluest eyes she had ever seen. “Ah. You are awake,” she said, her voice much calmer than she felt.
Though she longed to take the boy to her and hug him until he could again believe that there were people with good in their hearts, though she would have done anything to wipe away the hurt he must be feeling, Catherine Mandrake knew that she must be wary. Too much love, too soon, was almost as bad as no love at all. His heart needed time to heal before he could trust again. They would give it time. As much time as he needed.
She changed the cooling cloth on his forehead. “Do you think that you could take a little broth?” she asked.
Thomas looked into her face. He was looking for the hardness of Frederick Perry, the indifference of his wife and the cruelty of Joseph Skinner.
He saw a softness he hadn’t seen since Lizzie. But while part of him wanted to feel her arms around him, another deeper fear made him shrink from her touch.
He nodded his head, trying to speak, but his words wouldn’t come. His throat was too tight. His chest still hurt too much. So he nodded. And he tried to smile.
Catherine Mandrake saw the effort and her own eyes filled with tears. For just one moment his eyes bore into hers and they both understood that there was much to be done before they could share the hug they both desperately needed.
That night the black things that had haunted his dreams for so long, began to fade. They would never leave him. But now, as he began to feel his strength slowly returning, they grew weaker. Now he could see the glow of the fir; he could hear the gentle humming of the woman who still sat in the chair, never taking her eyes off him.
Sometimes, as he lay suspended in the world between wakefulness and sleep, he would hear the other voice too. Telling him he would take care of him. Telling him everything would be alright.
That night and the nights that followed, Thomas slept. He dreamed of Lizzie and his mother and father. And the fear that would never fully leave him, faded. Just a little.
CHAPTER FIFTY SEVEN
The fire had been the talk of Paradise Court for weeks. How could it be any other? The residents lived in the shadow of the factory. It dominated their every moment, day or night. None had known the children in the cellar, yet not one person had shown surprise at what was found. They had known that something rotten lay at the core of the factory – and at the core of Skinner and Jonathon Huxley.
As the day of the trial of Jonathon Huxley dawned, a little hope was born in the hearts of Paradise Court.
“I shall be in the gallery watching,” Ruth said. “I only wish it was Skinner standing in the dock instead of Jonathon.
“Now don’t you go joining in with them others as’ll be shouting and yelling and making themselves look stupid,” her husband told her. “You got more dignity than that.”
“Well, I’m shocked you could think me dignified while I’m on me knees scrubbing this oven.”
“Dignity ain’t got nothing to do with how you look. It’s how you are inside. You know that. And I’m going to tell you that I’ve bin proud of you these last couple o’ years girl. That I have. I know living in this god-forsaken hole is a trial to you. I know I let you down. You deserve better, so do the kids. But you’re a good woman and I seen how hard it’s been. But that hasn’t stopped you being a fine wife and a good neighbour and friend. And I’m – I’m proud to be your husband.”
Martha looked at her husband, “Why George Parsons,” she said, pulling herself up off her knees. “That’s more’n you’ve said to me for years.”
“Well now,” he told her. “Don’t go getting all soft on me. I said my piece. I’m off.”
She dried her hands on her apron, leaving black streaks across the far from perfect white, and watched him leave. She listened as his boots echoed through the square. She looked around the tiny house and its sparse furniture. She didn’t hate it here. She couldn’t. Not now. Once, perhaps she had, but not now. It was the back-end of town, they had no money, the houses were too small and the only water came from a pump at the top of the square. She could live with that.
But the worse thing for Ruth was that it was never light in Paradise Court. The shadow of the factory never moved. Whatever time of year, or day it was, most of the court was darkened by its existence.
Except for the bottom end, by the churchyard, she remembered. The shadows didn’t reach there and now, with the worst of the winter over and spring around the corner she began to notice splashes of colour; March flowers beginning to break through the gloom of the winter.
She hadn’t noticed them last year. Or the year before. She’d hated it then. The gloomy looking houses with their filthy windows; the uneven cobbles, green and slimy in the shadows and the damp that never dried; the chimneys pouring out smoke that lingered over the rooftops and the washing lines; the thick black smoke from the factory. Cracked window panes, broken shutters. The dirty dark decay that came with poverty and hopelessness.
But then she hadn’t allowed for the people. People who came out of their houses to help them when they heard the noise of their cart rattling over the cobbles. People who had shown them nothing but kindness.
On that first morning when Ruth woke and looked through the window, seeing not the green fields and the open spaces she was used to, but the houses opposite which seemed so close she could almost touch them, her heart sank.
But by afternoon, she had become acquainted with her neighbours, had a pan full of broth and loaves enough to feed them all, and she felt ashamed. They had no more than she did, yet they were willing to share to welcome a new-comer.
That was two long years ago. Now she couldn’t imagine living anywhere else and standing there, on that early spring morning, she began to feel the stirring of hope.
“Today is the beginning of something,” she thought. “I feel it. Spring is not far and things will begin to change. And it starts this morning when Jonathon Huxley begins to pay for his crimes.”
CHAPTER FIFTY EIGHT
Little Will was growing stronger every day. Jessie smiled as he struggled to get out of his bed. “I’ll bring your breakfast,” she told him, knowing what his answer would be.
“No. I’ll be there,” he said. “I’m coming.”
His legs were still weak, but Dr. Taylor had told him that they would get stronger. Each day, if he rested, he would be a little better.
He didn’t remember much of the attack, except that he was lying on the floor in the sludge and they kept kicking him and all he could think about was that Jessie would be mad if he was late home. Then it seemed like he was watching from a distance, as if it wasn’t happening to him at all. It was someone else lying on the ground, not moving, as they trod his apples, and his face, into the mud.
And then there was nothing, until he woke up and he hurt all over and he couldn’t move. Will was shouting and swearing and banging his fist on the wall and Jessie was sitting by his bed, crying.
Dr. Taylor had given him something and he’d slept. And slept. When he first woke from that deep and healing sleep, he could hardly move at all. His legs were heavy and ached and Jessie had to help him sit up. Will had to lift him out of his bed. But now, he could move his legs, slowly and painfully, and he didn’t want to sit in this bed any longer than he had to.
Will was already sitting at the table when Little Will stood at the door, leaning against the frame, exhausted.
“Come on darlin’,” Jessie said. “Give me your hand…”
“No Jessie. Leave him be. The boy can manage.”
“Will, he…”
“Jessie, he can manage. You mollycoddling him ain’t going to do him no good. Come on lad,” Will said patting the chair next to him. “Come on if you want your breakfast.”
Little Will struggled to cross the room, while Jessie watched, wringing her hands, itching to reach out to him, and Will sat, his head down, paying more attention his own breakfast than to his son.
“Good man,” Will said as Little Will dropped into the chair. “Good man,” he repeated, not looking at the boy.
“Will,” Jessie said, “you’re so hard on him. Why do you have to be so…so uncaring?”
“You think I’m that? Uncaring?”
“You expect too much.”
Will looked at the boy. “You think so too, lad? You think I don’t care about you?”
Little Will looked down at the table. What could he say? He knew something was wrong. This Will was not the same one he’d always loved.
“I’m sorry Will,” he said. “I didn’t mean to get hurt.”
“Never, ever be sorry lad,” Will said, fighting his anger. “You’ve nothing to be sorry for.”
“I’ve caused trouble. I’ve…”
“No lad. You’ve not caused trouble. And if I make you think that you have – then it’s me should be sorry. It’s not you that upsets me. It’s seeing you like this makes me think of them that hurt you. And then I think of the hurt they’ve done to your sister. And to others you know nothing about.”
“You’re not angry with me?”
“Well, I wish you hadn’t taken that path. That you’d done what Jessie told you and come straight home instead of lingering round the market.”
Little Will hung his head. “I’m sorry,” he muttered.
“Don’t keep saying that lad. Too late for that now anyway. It won’t change anything. Just remember next time your sister tells you to do something – you do it.”
Little Will nodded his head. He felt as if he’d lost something, but he didn’t know what. “I’ll be well soon. I’m feeling better every day.”
“Course you are darlin’,” Jessie said. “And soon you’ll be out there with the rest of ‘em.”
“I’m away,” Will said, “Court at ten, and Mandrake wants me at his office early. Jonathon’ll go down today for his part, I just wish we’d got Skinner as well. But if Jonathon’s willing to take the fall – what can we do?”
“You can take care, that’s what you’ll do. We all know what he’s like.”
“I saw them kids in that cellar. You’ve no need to tell me,” he said, looking down at the baby in her arms. “You just take care of yourselves and I’ll take care of me.”
He was at the door when Little Will spoke. “Bye Will,” was all he said, but Will heard the sob in his voice and turned to look at him.
“Bye lad,” he answered, knowing he needed more, but not knowing how to give it to him.
“Will,” Jessie said softly. “He’s a child. He doesn’t understand.”
“And I hope to God he never will. Come here boy,” Will said, scooping Little Will into his arms. He held him close feeling his frail body against his own.
“You’re my boy. You’ll always be my boy. Ain’t nothing ever going to change that. But it hurts me to look at you. To see what they did to you. “Aint that I don’t care. It’s just that I’m still angry.”
Little Will snuggled his head into Will’s shoulder. “I’ll be well soon.”
“You will. And then we’ll tramp them hills again just like we’ve always done. You and me. Nothing to bother us but the wind,” he said, carrying the boy over to his bed. “Soon. If you do as your sister tells you. Rest and eat. That’s all you need ‘cording to the doctor. And time. And we got plenty of that lad. Plenty.”
CHAPTER FIFTY NINE
Mandrake’s visitor sat in the dusty gloom of the office. The February sun slid briefly in through the grimy window. Robert Trent sat in its shadow. He found it easier to speak while his face was shielded. He was about to betray a confidence and no amount of justification could make him feel any better. Had it not been that the life of a child could be at stake, he would keep his knowledge to himself. He had been a confidant, a counsellor, a friend. Now he was about to betray a trust and though he knew it was for the right reasons, the deed did not fill him with pleasure.
“Patrick O’ Neill is ill. Too ill, at the moment, to speak to anyone,” he told Mandrake. “He will recover – so the prison doctor tells me – but it will be a slow recovery.”
“It is that serious?” asked Mandrake
“He’s lucky to be alive.”
“Then whatever secrets he has, he will keep,” Mandrake said, not trying to hide his disappointment.
“He spoke out about the factory. He told you all he knew about the children in the cellar. I think now he may well have learned his lesson. I cannot think that he will readily betray Joseph Skinner again.”
Robert Trent sat back in the chair and looked across at Mandrake.
“I am an honourable man. I haven’t always been. But, with the help of my father and with the unwavering love of my mother, I have put the evils of drink behind me and worked to atone for those sins I committed whilst I was – shall we just say – not quite myself.”
“I have no doubt that you are all you say,” Mandrake told him. “I know of your father. And I know how much you have done to help those in prison. And how little effect that usually has.”
“Oh, you have spoken the truth there, my friend. Very few of those I seek to help either welcome my help or respond to it. Patrick O’ Neill was different. I began to see the man behind the face of the drunkard.”
“A reformed character?”
“I wouldn’t go that far. He is still a villain. But I honestly believe that he would never deliberately, or without provocation, do harm to any man, or woman, or child.”
“Yet he knew what was going on in the cellar of the factory. He knew of the problems that Rose Skinner had…”
“What would you have him do? At that time his mind was fogged by alcohol; alcohol given to him to keep him in that state. Joseph Skinner used him, manipulated him. It was to his advantage to keep him intoxicated.”
“But in prison, without the drink, you saw another side to him?”
“A much gentler side. A side that could not have harmed Rose Skinner.”
“And Rose’s daughter?”
“That is what I have come to see you about.”
“O’Neill has sent you?”
“He doesn’t know I’m here. He has suffered a terrible beating because he spoke out about the factory. When I left, he was still unable to open his eyes, or to speak. Joseph Skinner has friends everywhere. Even in Kirkdale Gaol. He will get to know if Patrick speaks again.
“But – as I say, I try to do the honourable thing, and while under normal circumstances I would never betray a confidence, I believe that it would be wrong of me to keep what I know to myself. There may be a baby’s life at stake here. It may already be too late. But, since Patrick cannot speak out, I will tell you all I know. All he has told to me.”
“A matter of your conscience?”
“A matter of a life already lost and a life that we may yet save.”
“And a woman whose heart may at least feel some peace,” Mandrake added.
“That would be welcome. But I cannot imagine that what is written here will give her that.”
“I am most interested in what you have to say.”
“I have it written down. Everything that he told me – as I remember it.”
Mandrake reached out to take the papers from the chaplain. “This will mean a great deal to Mrs. Skinner,” he said.
“I fear her reaction. My own was one of sadness. I cannot imagine how she will feel when she reads these words. May I suggest that you study them first, and think carefully about what you tell her?”
“I feel your fear for this child.”
“The whole situation has been a great worry to me. I am still not sure that I am doing the right thing. For Mrs. Skinner, for Rose, for Patrick.”
“And Ellie?”
“I just hope that this does not come too late,” he said, standing and offering his hand to Mandrake. “Thank you for listening. I truly hope that this will bring more comfort than heartache.”
“Thank you Mr. Trent. I appreciate your position and I respect your integrity. Rest assured that I shall read what you have written and use it in the best way I know how. Tell O’Neill, villain or not, that we wish him well.”
“I will. Thank you, Mr. Mandrake. I will. I shall be staying at the Crown Inn tonight. I leave for Liverpool in the morning. If I can be of any further help – then please, call on me. And Mr. Mandrake,” he added, “I would dearly love the outcome of this to be a happy one, but whatever happens, I would appreciate you letting me know. And, I hope it goes without saying, that you did not hear this from me. I need the people I try to help to trust me.”
“I understand,” Mandrake said, standing and offering his hand, “And I thank you. Whatever the outcome – be sure I will let you know.”
CHAPTER SIXTY
“So what do I do?” Mandrake asked his wife that night. He had spent an uncomfortable afternoon pondering the statement that the chaplain had left. “Do I give her the papers? Let her read them for herself. Do I tell her what they contain? All of it? Or do I tell her only what she needs to know? What on earth do I do?”
“Can you tell me what is in the papers? What it is that distresses you so much?”
“I’m not sure I can. I’m not sure that I can discuss it with you or with Doctor Taylor, though I intend to let Daniel read every word. I am obliged to keep certain matters confidential and yet I am eager to know what you would advise. So much has happened to that poor woman in such a short time, that I am loath to give her more to worry about.”
“It is almost seven-thirty. The good doctor will be here any moment now. He knows Mrs. Skinner much better than you do. Better, almost certainly, than her husband does. Be led by him if you are unsure.”
“Such a wise woman,” he said. “What did I do to deserve such happiness; good wife, wonderful daughters, and a home which gives me comfort?”
“Now then Mandrake, such false modesty doesn’t become you. And it won’t help Mrs. Skinner. Keep your head clear,” she instructed, “and your thoughts uncluttered. Don’t be misled by misguided emotion. Keep your eye on the problems, only that way will you find the solution. And while you are counting your blessings, would it not be wise to include young Thomas. I can’t see you making any arrangements to have him returned to the workhouse.”
Mandrake smiled. “As I say, a good wife …there’s the bell now. That will be Dr. Taylor. Would you mind my dear?”
“I’ll show him in and then – unless you need me – I’ll be in the sitting room.”
“Thank you. And as I was about to repeat – a good wife and a wise woman.”
“Flattery, Mandrake. Nothing more than flattery,” she said, smiling at the man who still, after all these years, had the power to make her heart beat unsteadily.
“Daniel,” Mandrake greeted his friend. “I have news,” he said without preamble. “Sit. Please sit and read. And then perhaps you can tell me what course of action I should take.
Mandrake sat silently as Dr. Taylor read the words. He watched his expressions as they changed from hope to anguish and from anguish to anger.
‘My position in Walton Gaol, as you know, is to help those inmates who are willing to be guided. In that position, I have met many, many criminals whose lives will never be more than they already are. No manner of help or guidance will steer them onto a different path.
Patrick O’ Neill, however, despite his low intelligence, is, I believe, a man who, at the core of his soul, has a thread of goodness that has been obscured by his need for gin. This habit, gentlemen, developed as a result of hardships which he encountered as a child and which continued throughout his life.
I make no excuses for him. Please don’t believe that I seek to absolve him from blame for his excesses or his actions. I seek merely to understand him and to ask you to try and do the same.
There are few circumstances which would make me betray the confidence of an inmate. If they cannot trust in me, they cannot trust in anyone. If I lose that trust, I am useless to them.
But, in the position I now find myself, there is no option. Patrick O’ Neill cannot speak for himself. Someone made sure of that. I will not hazard a guess at who that may be, but, in view of the information he divulged to you, we both surely must have our own suspicions. I believe that he was hoping that Joseph skinner would be taken to task for his evil doing. He trusted that justice would be done.
I spent several hours with Patrick trying to persuade him to divulge all he knew and, just before the attack, he promised me that, as soon as Skinner was ‘put away’, he would tell you everything he knew about Rose Skinner and her baby. He was afraid that Skinner would reach him, even in the confines of Kirkdale Gaol. He was right. For his co-operation, he was penalised and in the most brutal of ways.
He cannot now speak for himself. So, there is no option but for me to speak for him. I do not have his permission. I have not tried to seek his permission. At this moment, he is far too ill. I act only because of the life of that child and the agony that her grandmother must be suffering. And because I am sure that, at some point, Patrick would have confided this information himself.
Below is what I believe to be a true account of what happened the night that Patrick took the child.
On the night of October 3rd. 1830, Patrick arrived at the home of Joseph Skinner. Skinner gave him the child. He wanted all trace of her wiped out of his life.
He paid Patrick fifty pounds to ‘do with her what he would’. He would not have cared if she had been left in some alley somewhere. He just wanted her gone.
Patrick had assured Skinner that he would take the child to Ireland, to an Uncle and what little family he knew of. And, at first, that is what he had intended. But he soon realised that in his world, in the way that he lived, there would be no place for a child. So he persuaded himself that he would be doing her a service by taking her to the workhouse at the edge of town. He wanted no harm to come to the child. However, with money in his pocket, the gin beckoned and again he fell too easily under its influence.
Half-way to the workhouse, he thought better of the journey, and went to a woman who calls herself Bertha Mason. Apparently she has tended unwanted children for years. Mothers in desperate poverty trust in women such as her to take care of the child they are unable or unwilling to nurture. I am aware of this practice and it fills me with horror. I know only too well the dangers these children face from the likes of Bertha Mason.
In any event, and for whatever excuses his intoxicated mind allowed him, the child was left with her and it is with her that you must begin your search. I truly hope that it is not too late.
That is perhaps the easiest part of the account. I hope that it will bring relief to Mrs. Skinner. Needless to say, I pray that the child will be found well.
The rest will not be so easy to tell, or, I fear, to read. Let me first say that, from what I learned from Patrick, I believe that he grew very fond of Rose Skinner. And of course, that suited Joseph Skinner. He had those who knew her believe that Rose left her home, willingly, to live with Patrick O’ Neill.
He wove a fine tale of a girl who had fallen victim to the charms of a scoundrel. She did not. Why would she? No-one could possibly believe that she would choose to leave the life she had to degrade herself with a common crook.
She did not seek to become estranged from her mother. She hated the very idea of it. But Joseph Skinner is a man who gets his way – by one method or another. Once he had decided that she must leave his house, there was little that Rose could do. To protect her mother, she allowed herself to be manipulated by Skinner. In truth, Mr. Mandrake, I believe the girl was almost out of her mind with worry. I imagine her, alone, not knowing which way to turn. She was little more than a child herself – and certainly no match for Skinner.
He forced her out of the house and gave her room in Paradise Court. Then he had Patrick, ‘take care of her’, ensuring that she did not leave the house, not even to meet with her mother.
Skinner knew of the child she carried. He had ordered her to see a doctor in Manchester who would deal with ‘the problem’. She refused. He threatened her and her unborn baby. Still she refused. So he told her that she would never be welcome in his house.
He told her that it would break her mother’s heart to know of her situation. That her mother was not strong – certainly not strong enough to know of the baby or of the circumstances of its conception.
So Rose, out of love for her mother and fear for her child, accepted what she believed she could not change.
Patrick O’ Neill was, it is true, a nasty piece of work. Yet, underneath he had a heart and Rose softened it. He grew fond of her. He despised the way she was living and, against Skinner’s instructions, he would allow her to take walks when she met with her mother. I believe it was his way of trying to find a solution to the problem. He believed that Mrs. Skinner would realise the difficulty her daughter was in and, in some way, be in a position to help. Mrs. Skinner was just as much a victim of Joseph Skinner as Rose.
Rose kept her secret, saying nothing of where she was living, nothing of the child and nothing of Joseph’s part in her downfall.
Margaret Skinner was convinced that Patrick was to blame for all that had happened to Rose. How could she believe any other? Her husband told her he was, and her daughter confirmed it. And yet the truth was that Patrick would not have hurt Rose. Not willingly. Not knowingly.
When Rose died, Mrs. Skinner, naturally, blamed Patrick. She believed that he was the father of the child. He must have been – there was no other. She believed that he was wicked. And that belief was complete when, in his drunken state, he demanded money to release the child to her care.
But he didn’t want money, he wanted Rose. His shock at her death, turned into anger and he directed that anger at Mrs. Skinner because she didn’t know, she never saw, what should have been apparent.
But mainly he was angry at the man who had really been the cause of Rose’s death. The father of her baby. The man who had repeatedly forced himself upon her.
Joseph Skinner is that baby’s father. Joseph Skinner is the one responsible for Rose’s troubles. He took and ruined his daughter.
And I know that Patrick O’ Neill, villain that he may have been, saw this as the greatest betrayal of Rose.
When the cloud of alcohol had cleared from his mind, he began to seek retribution for the girl he had begun to respect and admire. That, Mr. Mandrake, is why he was so willing to talk to you about the factory. He hoped that Skinner would suffer. He thought that would be justice enough for Rose. But, as we all know, Skinner, though he bears the responsibility, will not pay the price.
Patrick spoke the truth about the factory and that is why he is unable to speak for himself today. Joseph Skinner is an evil man and I hope that, one day, justice will be served and he will pay for his crimes.
I hope with all my heart that this is not too late to help you find the child. And I hope that Mrs. Skinner will be able, at some point, to understand that Patrick does have a little good in his soul, and forgive him that he didn’t do more when he could. I know that he will never forgive himself.
I wish you well. I know that the way will be hard for you now. Please tell Mrs. Skinner that I will be praying for her peace.”
Dr. Taylor slowly folded the paper and handed it back to Mandrake. Neither man said anything. For a long moment they were lost in their own thoughts, until Mandrake leaned forward in his chair and broke the silence,
“So what do we do? Do we tell her? Or do we keep it to ourselves, knowing that it is unlikely ever to be repeated? She surely will never need to know?”
“You believe every word, don’t you Mandrake?”
“I do. I saw Robert Trent. I saw his anguish. And I know that he believes what Patrick told him. He is not a stupid man. I say that the letter contains the truth of Rose Skinner’s death.”
“And the truth of Ellie’s birth.”
“So our dilemma is – what do we tell her. You have promised her the truth, sworn to tell the truth no matter how unpalatable it may be. Do we reveal the depth of her husband’s treachery?”
“I say we tell her only what we must,” Dr. Taylor declared. “There is no need, surely, for her to know that Skinner is Ellie’s father. She may never be found and then there will be no need for her to have known. And in the, admittedly unlikely, event that she is found safe and well, she will have to know. And then we will have the problem of explaining to her why we said nothing before.”
“And supposing we find the child in good health, and we tell Maggie the dreadful truth, how will that affect her feelings for the child?”
“That,” said Dr. Taylor, “is something I don’t wish to think about.”
“And what of Bertha Mason? Do we tell Mrs. Skinner about Bertha Mason?”
“I’m not sure Mandrake. How could I be? I have never come across a situation like this before. I want to be honest – but I won’t hurt her unnecessarily. There are so many questions to be answered and I confess I have no notion of what to do for the best.”
“Then I say that we keep it to ourselves, at least until we have had words with that woman, Bertha Mason. Tell me Daniel, will Maggie cope?” Mandrake asked. “If we find that Ellie has been… well, harmed in any way.”
“I am doubtful. But she has shown more strength than I would have thought possible a few months ago. And she has people who care about her – and who will support her no matter the outcome.”
“B.J. will see Bertha Mason. If there is any chance that Ellie is there, he will find her.”
“And if she isn’t?”
“Then he will try to ascertain her fate.”
“This is a mess. Those children in the cellar, who won’t talk about their ordeal through sheer fear of what will happen to them if they do, they have lost all faith in this life. Jonathon – who was surely only acting on Skinner’s orders and is now, quite horrifyingly serving a mere six months for his sins, and Skinner himself who seems to be doing exactly what he wants without thought for anybody – and getting away with it. And Maggie – whose life has been totally turned by his actions. And there is nothing we can do to bring about justice.”
“Not at the moment,” Mandrake told him. “But I won’t give up hope – and neither should you. Today I visit with Mr. Perry at Westcliffe Hall. Those children have come from somewhere. Skinner would possibly have gone further afield, certainly anyone without his arrogance would have. The boys, we know, were picked for their size. All those recovered from the cellar were slightly built. Just the right size for crawling under the machines. The girls were all of a legal age – just right for the vile trade we believe they were sold into. London has a vociferous appetite for young virgins. And, as we know, Skinner makes regular trips. If we can prove that he was the one who procured these girls from the workhouse…but, we will see. I would be only too pleased to have him serve time in gaol. It’s where he belongs. But even at that, justice will not be served by the few months that he may get.”
“And we can do nothing about him defiling his own daughter?”
“You told me yourself Daniel, that she was not his daughter. Though he was in a position of trust as her stepfather, she was over the age and he was not her father.”
“As I say Mandrake, this is a mess. And I can’t see a way out.”
“Well the situation at the moment is that B.J. as we speak, is approaching Bertha Mason and I will be visiting Westcliffe Hall tomorrow.
“And in the meantime - Maggie?”
“Yes. Maggie. What do we do about Maggie? Let us leave it today. Put the papers in the safe and keep this knowledge to ourselves. Tomorrow may bring more news and that may help us decide how much she needs to know about the depth of her husband’s treachery.”
“Until tomorrow then,” Dr. Taylor said. “And then we will decide.”
“Stay for dinner tonight. We will discuss the day’s events further.”
“Your wife will be tired of seeing me.”
“Oh, I don’t think so. She has taken you a little to her heart. And there is room. Never was there a woman with a bigger heart. You will be welcome. And I want you to see Thomas. He talks a little but he is still very afraid, though I see a change every day. I have great hopes that soon he may want to talk to us.”
“He will, of that I am sure. But you must give him time Mandrake.”
“He will have all the time he needs. I just want to see him well. I want to see the trust back in his eyes. And yes, I want to know exactly what circumstances led him to be in that cellar.”
“One step at a time, that is all we can take. Just one step at a time.”
CHAPTER SIXTY ONE
Bertha Mason wasn’t stupid. People thought she was, and she let them. She could hold her drink better than most though, so when Bertram Jessop started plying her with enough drinks to loosen her tongue, she became wary.
“Why would you want to know about babies?” she asked him.
“Because you silly cow, I might just be in the market,” he told her, slurring his words for effect. He’d lost count of the hours he’d spent, leaning on dirty tables in dingy taverns, masquerading as a drunk, but he knew, even with all his practice, that he was no match for Bertha Mason.
“And why would you be lookin’ for a child then?”
B.J. put his tankard down, spilling as much as he thought realistic, “I got a customer as wants a child. Missus just lost a whole lot of babies. So her husband, he put the word out like.”
“And you just happen to hear?”
“I done him one or two little favours before, like. He’s a gentleman and I likes to do him a service when I can. That’s the measure of it.”
“And why would you think I had one. Why would you s’pose I got any child?”
He tapped his nose and winked, “Bin told that’s why. By them as know you Bertha Mason. By them as know you ‘ave all these kids from them as don’t want ‘em. All I’m asking is that – in the event that you have child of no interest to its own, then I ‘ave a man – a gentleman - who would be pleased to offer it a home. All above board, I swear.”
“Well you bloody-well heard wrong that you did. Ain’t I got enough of my plate with that idiot son of mine? Why should I be a caring about other people’s kids?
“Money, you old crone. Money. And I’ve got money to offer you. For the right child o’ course. A girl is his preference. Not too young. But still a baby. Say six months or so. That would be very suitable.”
“Well, if I did do somefink like that, as you say I do – and I’m not saying I do you understand, if I did, ever, at some time in the past – well I don’t now. I ain’t got no kids, so you should take you money Mr. Whatever-you-calls-yourself and leave me alone.”
“You disappoint me, that you do,” Jessop told her. “I got money in my pocket to give you right now. As a pledge of my – honesty - shall we say?”
Bertha leaned forward on the table, looking closely at her companion’s face. “See,” she told him, “my problem is, I don’t know you. I ain’t never seen you. I don’t know where you comes from and I don’t trust you. You bin buying me drinks this last four hours and all you done is ask me bloody questions about bloody kids. You ain’t told me who you are, where you come from, nor who this gentleman is as is interested in this child I ain’t even got. And you give yourself away Mr Whoever-you-are. Call yourself Mr. Johnson. I don’t think so, that I don’t. You act all friendly and ply me with the ale. You got the look of a no-good vagrant, out to do a deal in exchange for a cut for hisself. And yet look at you. Look at yer hands. Look at yer nails. You’re a gentleman under that dirty coat. I ain’t got to this age without getting wise. So I’ll thank you for the drink. And I’ll thank you for the pleasure of your company. And then I’ll thank you to leave me alone and go back where you came from.”
“You got me totally wrong Bertha. I don’t know where you got this idea from, but believe me girl, you got it wrong.”
“No I ain’t. You bin “angin’ around all bloody day. Talking to anyone as’ll listen to you. I don’t trust them as ask questions. There ain’t no need for it.”
“How else was I s’pose to find you if not for the asking?”
“Don’t take even an hour of looking and talking to find out Bertha Mason takes kids. Anybody tell you that for nothing. They’ll not be able to contain themselves. They can’t wait to spread the gossip about me. All lies. All lies. I ‘ave taken kids in that’s true enough, but always as a favour for them as I know ‘as fell on hard times. Never for money and never to sell on. The very thought of it fills my heart with anger.”
“I had to be sure Bertha,” he told her, desperate to limit the damage he knew had been done. “I had to be sure for meself afore I came to you. Sure you was the right one like. And I am. I am. I got faith in you and so will my… my Client shall we call him?”
“Call him what you want for I’m outta here and I want nothing more to do with you or your so-called ‘client’. Tell him that - whoever he is,” she said, standing and pushing the chair back. “And then you can tell him go look somewhere else for whatever it is he’s after. And just a little advice for you. If you wants to be taken seriously as a villain, which I see you do, it ain’t no good dressing yourself as one, and speaking as one, and looking like one, if your nails,” she said lifting up his hands “are clean and cut like a ladies.”
He smiled, despite himself. “Bertha Mason, it has almost been a pleasure to meet you,” he said, now dropping all pretence. “But I have not finished with you yet. I’ll be back, with my gentleman, and I can assure you that he will want to speak to you again.”
“Wish him all the luck then,” she spat at him. “For you will need it. Bertha Mason ain’t nobody’s fool. Ain’t never bin. Ain’t never going to be.”
Bertha left the tavern and hurried towards her home. Jacob was nowhere to be seen. That would suit her purpose. It was still light outside, but already, inside the cottage was dark. She threw two logs on the fire and stirred the dying embers until a shower of sparks burst from the grate, landing on her skirts. She brushed the burning dust from her clothes and dragged the chair across the dirt floor towards the back of the room.
The box was on the cross beam where Jacob could never have found it even if he’d had the brains to look. She pulled her skirts up and climbed on the chair, steadying herself with one hand on the back, her balance affected by her afternoon’s drinking. She felt along the beam with her free hand until it closed on the box. She slid it off and tucked it under her arm.
It was harder getting down off the chair than it had been climbing on it, and she sat for a minute, getting her breath back, cursing her weakening limbs, nursing the wooden box and its contents.
The logs began to splutter and explode into life lighting the dirty walls with an unnatural glow. Bertha listened out for any sign of Jacob. The last thing she wanted now was for him to come in whining and moaning and asking his questions.
There was enough money in the box to see her through the next few years, and that’s all she wanted.
“Couple o’ years without that no-good son. Couple o’ years doing just what I please and paying no mind to nobody else’s troubles - that what I need.”
It was time. Her own time. She’d had enough of other people’s kids – and her own. Now she could do what she’d always planned before some nosy bastard sent some other snooper round meddling into business he’d no right to meddle in.
She pulled out the notes and pushed them down the front of her dress. If she didn’t hurry she’d be too late. Jacob would be back as soon as it grew dark.
“Clings like a bloody leech he does,” she said, counting the notes as she pushed them further and further down her bodice, not noticing the shadow sliding across the wall.
“Funny,” Jacob was thinking, “how my shadow is always bigger than I am.” More handsome too, with the blackness shrouding his looks, his hair hanging down to his shoulders, looking neat, not knotted and twisted and covered in filth. When Jacob was a shadow, he was a man. A tall and powerful man.
And like his shadow, he made no noise.
Bertha, startled to see him standing in front of her, held the box tighter. “Get out,” she snapped.
Jacob was staring at the box. He knew about the money; he’d watched from his bed as his mother counted it. And one look at his face told Bertha that he knew.
“How d’you know about my money Jacob Mason? You been nosing and messing?” she said, jabbing her finger into his chest with each word.
Jacob backed away from her until he felt the wall behind him. He started to slide down, waiting for the blows to start. But then he remembered, he wasn’t stupid, pitiful Jacob any more. Now he was as tall and as powerful as his shadow. Now he was a man, and a man shouldn’t be afraid. Not of his mother, or the people in the village, or the thoughts that tumbled through his head, or the memories that were, minute by minute, becoming clearer. It was as if he’d been sleeping and now the fear that had been coursing through him for years sending him hiding in the corners, was shaking him awake.
“I bin lying listening to you counting,” he said, his voice as tall and as wide as his shadow.
“Well now just listen to that. It talks it does. It asn’t ‘ad the decency to speak for years – and now it decides it can talk.”
Jacob watched her mouth, fascinated as her lips curled into a snarl and her mouth ran with brown tobacco-laden splatter. “You know you shouldn’t a’ bin doing that. That’s my money, that is. Nobody else’s. Mine,” she told him.
He knew that voice. Soft at first. Then louder, and louder, until she was standing over him, screeching, telling him how ugly, how stupid, how brainless he was. But now Jacob was tall. Too tall to cower in the corner. Too big to be troubled by his ma.
“You going away?” he asked again, waiting for the blow that would send him reeling and, this time, not fearing it.
“And what put that idea into your head?”
“I know what you done. I know about the bundles. I know what you made me do.”
Bertha looked at her son. Poor, stupid son. She closed the box, held it to her chest, both arms hugging it to her.
“If you gotta talk at all, don’t talk daft. You’ll get yourself in a deal o’ trouble.”
“You not going nowhere mam. You’re not leaving me here. I’ll tell ‘em ‘bout the bundles if you leave me”
“Aye those bundles you dropped in the canal.”
“Cus you told me to.”
“Tell “em that then lad. When I’ve gone, tell ‘em that. See how far you get then.”
“I’ll come with you,” he said
“Over my dead body, Jacob. This is mine, I told you. It’ll get me where I wants to be. Just me. You think I got a place in my life for you? Nah, no now, not never,” she said still stuffing notes down her bodice.
She saw the shadow, just as she turned her back on Jacob. She saw as it lifted an arm over its head. “Funny,” she thought, “how he looks much bigger when he’s nothing but a shadow.”
She wondered, just for a split second, what the shadow was holding in its hand.
“The hammer? Too big to be the hammer,” she said.
She should turn round, see for herself what her idiot son was doing now. She heard his voice, his words stretching into meaninglessness echoes. She tried to spin her body round, but she couldn’t move. It fascinated her, the twisting shape towering above her. It held her as rigid as if she’d been shackled with chains.
She didn’t register fear or pain before the blow struck the back of her head. Then Bertha Mason’s world slowed right down. Seconds stretched across time; she watched the shadow as it moved in a grotesque slow-motion dance of death, the hammer an extension of its hazy arm, and as the hurt began to grow, the circle of her vision grew smaller, until the world disappeared into a red-hot pin-point of pain. Bertha tightened her grip on the box and lost her grip on life as the shadow brought the hammer down, again and again.
Jacob sat on the floor, staring at his mother, slumped, still, on the chair. He watched as the steady stream of blood ran down her head and onto her shoulder, then down her arms, pooling for a moment on the wooden box she still held in her hand.
He looked up, scanned the wall for the shadow. But it was gone. He felt small and scared and he tried to call to his mother, but his voice just echoed silently in his head. His mother wouldn’t speak to him. She wouldn’t look at him. All she did was hang her head, looking with wide sightless eyes at the box on her lap.
He’d been bad again. She’d kill him for sure now. “She’ll kill me again, she will,” echoed through his broken mind. “She’ll kill me again, that mother.”
It was almost light outside when he heard them, banging on the door, shouting her name.
“She won’t answer you,” he thought. “She ain’t never going to answer you again.”
CHAPTER SIXTY TWO
“Maggie, there was no sign of Ellie either in the house, or outside,” Dr. Taylor said.
“They searched the canal?” she asked bleakly.
“All night and all day they searched. They have found…they have found some evidence that Bertha disposed of infants. But nothing as recent as Ellie,” he added quickly as her face grew pale.
“But before that?”
“You don’t need to torture yourself with those thoughts.”
“But where is she. If not there, where is she?”
“Sit down Maggie,” Dr. Taylor told her. “You always knew that it may not be possible to find her. We are as sure as we can be that Patrick was telling the truth. He left her with Bertha Mason. But now there is not a sign of a baby in that cottage.”
“So she could be anywhere,” Maggie said bleakly.
“Or nowhere,” Dr. Taylor said gently. “That is the most likely possibility. That Ellie is gone. Perhaps it’s time to face that likelihood, as heartbreaking as it may be. You need to begin to come to terms with your loss.”
“I should give up on her?” Maggie said weakly.
“You’re not giving up. You’ve kept her alive in your mind and your heart for months. Now you have to face facts. She’s gone Maggie. Ellie is gone. Rose is gone. It’s right now that you take the time to grieve.”
Maggie lay her head against the back of the chair. “I’m so tired,” She said. “So weary. So empty.”
“You’ve been through too much. Naturally you are worn down by the events of the last few months. It’s time now, Maggie. Time to give yourself a chance to heal.”
“There is nothing now to keep me here,” she said. “I have lost everything I held most dear. But the thought of losing my home…”
“You can come back.”
“Do you think that once I have freed myself of Joseph, I could ever come back? We both know that if I leave this house it will be for good.”
“If you stay – what future do you have then?”
“I have none,” Maggie said.
“But if you leave, give yourself the time you need, there will be a future for you, I promise.”
“But it will be away from here.”
“No! You will come back a stronger person. I will still be here. Your friends will still be here. You can start again Maggie. Start again with me.”
“It is a wonderful thought, Daniel,” Maggie sighed and closed her eyes.
He was right, she knew that. But it would be such an ordeal to leave the house in which her best – and worst - memories had been made. “I’m too tired to fight any more. You’re right of course. I must leave. It will take a few days to be ready.”
Daniel sighed, “I can’t tell you how relieved I am. I just wish you would leave sooner.”
“A week will be soon enough,” she said, rising from her chair, “I am in no danger from Joseph. He knows that no matter what he does now he can’t hurt me any more than he already has.”
“You won’t tell him about Ellie? It would only lead to further arguments. You will anger him and I am so afraid that in his anger he will harm you.”
“Joseph won’t hurt me. All he’s ever wanted is this house and the factory. He never wanted me or Rose. And now he’s won and I will leave and be glad to. But no, to ease your mind I won’t mention Ellie,” she told him as she led him to the door.
“Send Sarah or Charlotte for me if you need me.”
“Don’t worry Daniel. I know what I have to do. I shall stay away from him. He’ll go to his club tonight and he may not even come back. If he does I shall be safe in my room. I’ll lock the door and ask Sarah to stay with me until we leave. I promise I won’t antagonize him. I shall not even tell him that I’m leaving.”
He started down the path as she watched from the door. “Send for me,” he said, “don’t hesitate.”
“Go Daniel. I feel stronger now. My mind is settled. It’s almost over. I am content that all that can be done to find Ellie, has been done, but there are things I must do before I leave, for me and for Rose and Ellie.”
CHAPTER SIXTY THREE
Sarah sat in Rose’s room, on Rose’s bed, the leather bound book in her lap. She hadn’t read it again. She couldn’t. Even holding it in her hands made her feel sick to her stomach. The words had burnt into her mind like hot pokers on raw flesh, and now they danced before her eyes as clear as if she was looking at the page.
She hadn’t wanted to cry, but holding this book, leaving this house after all these years, seeing Maggie lose everything she’d ever loved – because of that man – made her so angry, she couldn’t stop the tears. So she sat with her head bent, her thoughts tumbling chaotically through her troubled mind.
When she found the diary, she’d almost destroyed it. But something stopped her. These were the last words of Rose and though they condemned them all, she couldn’t destroy them. While each word of torment tore into her heart, she could never give up this last association with the girl she had loved from the minute she was born.
Rose hadn’t sought to condemn them. Her words had nothing but love for her mother and Sarah. They had hope for her baby and her future. She spoke well of Patrick. And she blamed no-one but Joseph for her plight. But Sarah blamed herself. And so would Maggie. If ever she read Rose’s words, Maggie would tell herself that she should have known. Should have seen or heard or sensed what her daughter was going through.
It wasn’t her fault. Or Sarah’s. And not Rose’s. Never Rose’s. It was Joseph Skinner’s and before she left that house – he’d pay. She’d make sure of that.
She’d been so lost in her own thoughts, that she was startled as Maggie sat down gently beside her, slipping her arm around Sarah’s shoulder. “Why Sarah, I know it’s sad to be going. But we have to start to…what is that?” she said as she noticed the book in her lap.
“It’s…nothing,” Sarah said, gripping the book even more tightly.
“It is something if it affects you so badly,” Maggie said, holding out her hand.
“I…you shouldn’t read it Miss Maggie,” she said, knowing how stupid and futile her words would sound. “Leave it be.”
“Give it to me Sarah.”
“I’m so sorry Miss Maggie. Truly sorry. It’s Rose’s. It was with her things.”
“You’ve just found it?”
“I’ve had it a while,” Sarah confessed. “Since just after the funeral. I found it in Rose’s coat.”
“And you didn’t think to give it to me before? You deliberately kept it from me? How can you have done such a thing? I thought I could trust you. This may be the last thing I have of Rose’s and you sought to keep it from me.”
“You can trust me. Of course you can. I couldn’t let you see it. Not while you were ill and troubled. Not while you were still under his roof.”
“And would you ever have given it to me?”
“I don’t know,” Sarah replied, honestly. “I don’t know. I’ve seen enough hurt in your eyes. I couldn’t be the one to bring you more.”
“Give the book to me, Sarah – then leave me. Let me spend some time alone with my daughter.”
“I will give it to you. But I’m not going anywhere.”
“You will go. I don’t feel that I want you anywhere near me.”
“Then I’ll sit over there by the window and I’ll say nothing. But you’re going to need me, Miss Maggie. By God, you’re going to need me and I won’t leave you now no matter how angry you are.”
CHAPTER SIXTY FOUR
She’d promised Daniel that she would have Sarah with her tonight, but she needed to be alone now. Perhaps for a long time.
Part of her didn’t believe what she’d read and part of her almost knew before she’d even taken the book from Sarah’s hands.
She was numb and she was tired. She lay on Rose’s bed, neither awake nor asleep. She knew that every word that she had read was the truth. And, as angry as she was at Sarah, she knew that she had acted out of concern for her. She couldn’t stay angry for long.
Sarah tapped gently on the door. “Milk, Miss Maggie,” she said hesitantly, still not sure if she would ever have Maggie’s forgiveness. “I’ve brought you a hot drink. Thought it might help you rest.”
“Come in Sarah,” Maggie said. “Come and sit here,” she said patting the side of the bed.
Sarah put the milk down on the bedside table and sat next to Maggie. “I’m sorry. I know I should have given it to you straight away. But I couldn’t.”
“I know that Sarah. But now that I’ve seen it ...” she broke off, not trusting herself to say any more.
Sarah squeezed her hand. “I know,” she whispered. “I know. Poor, poor Rosie.”
“I should have known…”
“Now, Miss Maggie, none of that. We should both have known,” she said, handing Maggie the milk. “Drink this before you go upsetting yourself again. You’ve eaten nothing. You’ll be ailing again and that’ll do no good for anybody. Get this drunk and then rest a while.”
Maggie sipped the milk slowly. Sarah was right. As usual. She had been her counsellor, her tutor, her friend for as long as she could remember. She had loved Rose too and Maggie knew that the diary would have broken Sarah’s heart.
“I don’t want to sleep. I want to be awake when Joseph comes home. He’s not going to get away with this. I’m going to confront him with it. I will make him pay Sarah. I swear I will.”
“Of course you will. And I’ll be right by your side,” Sarah promised. “Now drink that milk before it cools and let me take the cup back down to the kitchen.”
Maggie handed her the empty cup and laid her head back against the pillows. “Don’t let me sleep Sarah. I want to be awake when my husband comes back.”
“You’ll be awake when you need to be,” Sarah promised, slipping back out of the room. “I’ll be back up shortly – and we’ll keep each other awake.”
Maggie watched the door close behind her and slid lower down on the bed. Rose’s bed. It still smelled of Rose. She closed her eyes, just for a second. Remembering. Drifting into a memory of how it was. Floating on a wish of how it could have been.
She heard a soft, gentle voice hanging in the stillness, a million miles away, telling her it would be alright. Making her feel safe. Nothing more than a dream. A warm comfortable dream. She slipped further and further down into soft recollections.
Sarah stood over her, listening to her steady breathing before she pulled the chair closer to the bed and settled herself for the wait.
She counted every hour until she heard him coming up the path to the front door, tapping his stick on the cobbles. She listened as his key turned in the lock and she jumped at the slam of the door, even though she knew it would be coming. As the house shook, she kept her eyes on Maggie. There was no movement, not even the flicker of an eyelid. Sarah smiled and listened as Joseph walked up the stairs.
She heard his step on each one. He was on the landing, moving slowly along to Maggie’s room.
He turned the handle on the door and her heart started banging against her ribs. She was struggling for breath. Fighting the urge to turn away while there was still time. Be somewhere else. Anywhere but here.
“Margaret,” he called into the room. “Margaret, where the hell are you?”
Sarah pushed the chair back and crossed to the door. She slid silently through the door of Rose’s room and along the landing to where Joseph was standing staring into the empty bedroom. She could smell the drink the minute he turned to face her.
“She’s not there Sir,” she said. “She’s…”
“Then where the hell have you hidden her?”
“Please, she’s not well. She’d had a little turn tonight. I’ve given her a sleeping draft. She fell asleep in Miss Rose’s room.”
“Rose’s room you say,” he mumbled as he staggered from one side of the landing to the other. “Rose’s room.”
“But she’s asleep sir. Sound. I doubt you’ll get a peep out of her tonight.”
“Oh, you loyal and faithful servant, Sarah. What would she do without you?” he mocked, “I shall not disturb her. I shall merely sit and look upon the face that has graced my life.”
“Sir, it’s not my place – but please, not tonight. She’s…”
“You are right as usual, Sarah. It is not your place - and I shall do as I please. And tonight all I please to do is to watch my wife as she sleeps. Now help me along to where the infernal woman lies. I have no desire to disturb her.”
Sarah took his arm and led him along the landing, easing him through the door to Rose’s room. She helped him into the chair and stood back. Her fists were clenched at her sides. She was scared. Of him. Of what would happen if Maggie woke. Of what he might do to her.
She watched as he took Maggie’s hand in his. “Such a beautiful face. Such a shame that you were not what I wanted. And such a shame that I was not what you wanted. What a wasted life you have led my dear. And how little you have left.” He turned to Sarah, still gripping Maggie’s hands in his own, “A Nightcap I think, Sarah. A large brandy.”
She was loath to leave Maggie so she hurried, quietly, down the stairs, every second worrying about what he might be doing. He was drunk. He was evil. She shouldn’t leave her, and yet his demand could work out well. Another drink, a sprinkling of laudanum, would make the task ahead so much easier.
She poured his drink and added her own generous measure from the brown ribbed bottle she pulled from her apron. And she listened for the sound of him from above. If he’d touched Maggie, harmed her… she shuddered as Rose’s written words filled her mind.
She prepared his drink and hurried up the stairs, relieved when she pushed the door open and saw that he still sat slumped on the chair, and Maggie, still lay, breathing softly, her face gentle and peaceful.
“Your nightcap, Sir,” she told him.
“In my room Sarah. Put it in my room. I shall have it there,” he said pushing himself up out of the chair. “Sit with your mistress,” he sneered. “And let no harm come to her.”
“It won’t sir,” she said, looking at him steadily. “I will see to it that no more harm is done to her.”
“Commendable you old paragon of virtue. Your mistress will be proud of you. Now if you want to be rid of me for the night, open that door and let me out. The air grows oppressive.”
Sarah perched on the edge of the chair, watching Maggie, listening to Joseph Skinner bumbling about in his room, banging drawers, falling into chairs.
The clock struck two. Then Two-thirty. And still she could hear him. Maggie slept. Charlotte had been in bed, in the attic room, since ten. She’d be awake by four-thirty. Time was passing.
Three a.m. and Sarah could no longer hear the gentle breathing of Maggie for the guttural sounds coming from Joseph’s bedroom.
She crept carefully along to his room and stood still, holding her breath, listening. It was time. Any longer and Charlotte or Maggie would be awake.
The door pushed open easily and she slipped through, closing it gently behind her. She stood over him, watching his face as he slept. He was cruel, there was no doubt about it. Even in his sleep his mouth was set in a malicious sneer.
She eased the pillow out from underneath him, cradling his head in her hand then easing it back down, carefully, onto the mattress. She loathed even this touch of him but she didn’t want him to wake. She couldn’t do what needed to be done if he was awake.
She gripped the pillow in both hands and prayed for the strength to do what she had promised herself she would.
CHAPTER SIXTY FIVE
“So it was a drunken episode that led to his death?” Mandrake asked.
“That is what the coroner has decided,” Dr. Taylor said.
“Then that is the cause and no-one shall question it.”
“Should there be questions then?” Dr. Taylor asked.
“There have been those who have wondered at the convenience of his death.”
“And who would ‘those’ be?”
“Oh, come now Daniel. I’m tired of this cat and mouse game. You know it’s me. I am burning to know the truth of his death – because you know that I just cannot believe that on the very night that Maggie learned of Ellie’s fate, on the very night she had decided to leave, on the very night that she discovered Rose’s diary, Joseph Skinner could just drop down dead.”
“He didn’t ‘drop down dead’. You have an inflated sense of drama Mandrake which you would be wise to save for your public speeches.”
“So he died in his sleep. He’s still dead. And at a time that was most acceptable to one and all.”
“I have nothing further to say. The coroner summed it up admirably.”
“The coroner said that he died as the result of a drunken seizure. That he staggered home from his club, demanded a nightcap – a large brandy – took to his bed and died.”
“That’s right. That’s what happened.”
“Then let me suggest this,” Mandrake said. “And it is a mere suggestion. Suppose for an instance that his death was other than it seems. Suppose that, after reading of his treachery…”
“I told you about the diary in the strictest of confidence.”
“Calm yourself my friend. I shall never use that information. My lips are sealed on that subject. I am merely trying to visualize a different scenario. I am imagining a different death for our friend Skinner.”
“To what end?”
“To clear my mind. To satisfy my curiosity. I have to confess that I am disappointed that Joseph Skinner met his death in such a peaceful manner. I had hoped that he would swing one day. I feel cheated. I feel resentful.”
“That’s just what Maggie said.”
“Then,” Mandrake said quickly, “we can assume that Maggie had no hand in his death.”
“You are my closest friend, but you test my patience. Maggie had nothing to do with his death, because his death occurred naturally.”
“Sarah then,” he continued. “More than a servant. A devoted servant. A lifelong servant. Please,” he added, “bear with me, just for a moment. Let me at least have this satisfaction. I have for years dreamed of facing Skinner across a court room. I have relished the thought of hearing him plead for his life. I imagine him trying to excuse his actions. At least give me the satisfaction of knowing that his death was not an easy one.”
“Think on this for a moment my friend. And I tell you this as a possibility and not a probability. If a man fell into a drunken sleep, it would not be a difficult matter to take a pillow and cover his face, keeping a pressure, until he stopped struggling, stopped breathing.”
“And his death could look as if it was the result of a seizure?”
“It could. Particularly if the doctor attending declared it as such.”
“Then,” Mandrake said, “I need know no more. I am satisfied to think that Joseph Skinner’s departure from this earth was not the easy journey I thought it to have been.”
“Joseph Skinner died as the result of a drunken seizure.”
“Yes, my friend, he did,” Mandrake said happily.
“A happy conclusion as far as Skinner is concerned, but what of Ellie? Maggie will not rest until she knows of her fate,” Dr. Taylor said. “She has accepted that she will never be found alive. But there are still questions in her mind.”
“Well,” said Mandrake, “without patting myself on the back too early, I have to tell you – and I was about to before the mention of the child – I have news.”
Daniel leaned forward in his chair, “Tell then and don’t keep me in suspense. From your face I would guess the news is not bad.”
“On the contrary my friend. I have heard from Jessop only this morning and he is sure that he has good reason to believe that he knows what happened, at least in part, to Rose’s child. Though – before Maggie is told – we must verify the facts for ourselves.”
“She is alive?”
“I trust so. I hope so. But until we visit the convent of the Sister of St. Augustine, we will not know for sure. Thomas has a sister – Lizzie. She was still in Westcliffe when Skinner took Thomas into the factory. Naturally he is anxious to see her again and so I went to arrange for her removal from the workhouse. I am more than willing to find her a home…”
“You are a generous man Mandrake and…”
“Please, Daniel, no more. I am not generous. I have the room and what would you have me do. The boy pines for his sister. And anyway Mrs. Mandrake would never forgive me if I left her to her fate at Westcliffe.
Anyway, as I say, I went to see her, only to be told by Hannah Perry, very reluctantly I may add, that she had left. Run away and taken with her a child no more than a few months old.”
“But what makes you think the child could be Ellie?”
“Hannah Perry called her – let me see if I can remember the exact words – “a poor crippled child, foot all twisted…”
“Then it must be!”
“I hope so. But please control your excitement until we know. It may not be Ellie.”
“It must be. You feel that too.”
Mandrake rose from his chair, “In my heart, I do believe that we have found the child. But until we see her and satisfy ourselves that she is well – until Maggie sees her - how can we be sure?”
“It has to be her. But how did she end up at Westcliffe?”
If you would care to accompany me to The Convent, I can explain everything on the way – or at least I will tell you what we believe happened.”
“And if the child is there? If she really is Ellie?”
“Then you will have a most rewarding visit with Maggie.”
“And then the future begins.”
“For both of you my friend. For both of you.”
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