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    Epigraph


    Where thou art,

    That is home.


    EMILY DICKINSON

  


  
    Chapter One


    Liverpool

    October 1932


    The black-clad, middle-aged nun looked around the classroom of girls, her eyes narrowed. She pointed to a tall, serious-looking girl with long dark hair.


    ‘Lillian Taylor,’ she said. Then her eyes scoured the room and she pointed to the smallest, thinnest girl in the room. ‘Molly Power. Both of you stay behind and wipe the boards, sweep the floor and leave everything tidy.’


    She pursed her lips in a tight line. ‘Sister Agnes is in here first thing in the morning, and I don’t want to give her any cause for complaint.’


    The two girls looked at her. ‘Yes, Sister Dominic,’ they said simultaneously.


    Sister Dominic gestured with an upward motion of her hands, and everyone stood up. She made an elaborate sign of the cross with her right hand, the girls following suit. She started off the closing prayer, ‘Angel of God’, and they all chimed in, ‘my Guardian dear, to whom God’s love commits me here. Ever this day, be at my side to light and guard, to rule and guide. Amen.’


    She led the class in blessing themselves again, then stood silently, her gaze roving around the room. All eyes were cast downwards.


    ‘It will be a hard day’s work for any guardian angel who has to rule and guide you lot.’ Her lip curled. ‘The apple does not fall far from the tree, and there are few amongst you who knew mothers, far less your fathers. God forbid that we might have the odd legitimate one. And it’s left to the poor nuns here in Gethsemane House to try to make decent human beings of you all.’


    Suddenly, a girl in the middle of the classroom gave a half-muffled sneeze, then covered her nose and mouth with her hands. ‘I’m sorry, Sister … I couldn’t help …’


    Sister Dominic snatched a long ruler from her desk, then delved quickly between the desks to land several blows on the girl’s shoulder and back. ‘You dirty amadán! Get out – out!’


    The girl, crying now, staggered to her feet and half ran towards the door.


    ‘Get out and wash those germ-ridden hands!’ the nun shrieked. ‘Isn’t it enough to endure being stuck in here with a class of guttersnipes, without being surrounded by all your dirty, filthy germs?’


    The others kept their heads bowed, knowing what would happen if she caught a hint of sympathy in anyone’s eyes. She pointed the ruler towards the door. ‘Out!’ she hissed, ‘and not a word between you or you will feel the wrong end of this ruler on the back of your heads.’


    Row by row they made their way in single file out of the classroom and into the Victorian, wood-panelled corridor. The two girls remained behind as instructed. Sister Dominic turned when she got to the door.


    ‘Now Miss Taylor and Miss Power, make sure this place is spotless. If I hear a single complaint from Sister Agnes, you will know all about it. When you’re finished, get upstairs to the dormitory and get changed into your clothes for working in the laundry.’ She went out, banging the door behind her.


    They stood in silence until the nun’s footsteps grew fainter as she walked down the corridor, then the small girl turned towards the other and said, ‘Old bitch!’


    ‘Shhhh …’ Lillian Taylor said. ‘We’ll be murdered if she hears you.’ Unlike most of the other girls, Lillian was well spoken and had a quiet dignity about her.


    ‘It’s the truth, she’s a cruel bitch,’ Molly said in a wheezy voice. ‘Her and Sister Agnes are the worst.’


    ‘I don’t want to get into trouble,’ Lillian whispered. She moved towards the teacher’s desk. ‘I’ll clean the board,’ she said, ‘I can reach the top of it easier. You better get started before someone comes in or we’ll both be in trouble.’


    ‘Stop worrying, there’s nobody around.’ Molly grinned at her. ‘They don’t care about us as much now. They get more pleasure frightening the younger girls.’ She lifted a brush and started sweeping up.


    They worked away in silence, then, after Lillian had wiped the teacher’s desk, she stopped to examine a map of the world on the wall behind. She pressed her right forefinger onto Liverpool, then traced her way across the Irish Sea and over the Atlantic Ocean. She went halfway across Canada, then stopped.


    ‘That,’ she whispered to Molly who had come to sweep by the desk, ‘is where Alice and her brother were taken to last year. A place called Ontario. I was supposed to go too, but only a few days before, the nuns told the priest who organises things that I had a bad cough, and he wouldn’t take me in case I spread it.’


    Molly moved closer to examine the map. ‘They never even put me on the list because of me bad chest,’ she said. ‘They don’t take anybody that’s not in the whole of their health because they wouldn’t be fit for the journey.’


    She was used to Lillian talking about Canada and the other girls who had gone. Molly was rake-thin and tiny, more like a girl of ten or eleven than a fifteen-year-old. The only redeeming feature in her pinched face was her big, blue eyes. She had been one of identical triplets, born to an unmarried mother. One triplet had died at birth and the other little girl wasn’t right, physically or mentally, and had been in a home for disabled children since she was a baby. Molly also had a fourteen-year-old brother, Daniel, who was in the boys’ orphanage, and who she was allowed to see for a short while on Saturday afternoons.


    Daniel Power, a quiet, brooding sort of boy, also stood out from the other children. Unlike Molly, it wasn’t his size that made him different – he was above average height for his age – it was his dark skin.


    Lillian knew that Molly had something wrong with her. Some nights, when she had been coughing for ages, the small girl would be taken out of the dormitory and brought down to sick bay by one of the nuns. Lillian had also heard one of the elderly nuns telling Maggie, the local woman who worked in the laundry, that Molly was ‘neither use nor ornament’, and that women like her mother were a scourge for bringing sickly children into the world.


    ‘It might not have been because of your health they didn’t take you to Canada,’ Lillian said now, trying to be kind. ‘It might be because they can’t send you abroad when your mother is still alive …’


    ‘Me ma might as well be dead, for all the good she is. She’s never been any use to me or Daniel. When me granny was alive, she was in and out of the mental hospital or gone off with some fella. I haven’t a clue where she went after me granny died, but she’s never bothered to come back and get me or our kid.’


    Lillian looked back at the map. ‘Imagine if we’d gone to Canada. Maybe some rich family would have fostered us.’


    ‘Norra chance,’ Molly said. ‘Maggie down in the laundry said that the nuns were only sending boys and girls to work out there to make money for the church. When they were old enough some of them were sent to work for farmers out in the country, miles from anywhere. That’s as bad as being here, if not worse.’ Maggie, who supervised the girls with washing and ironing, was kinder to the girls than the nuns were, but she could be moody.


    ‘I was a bit frightened of the boat journey over, but sometimes I think it might have been worth it to get away from here …’


    ‘What if yer had been put in the same place as Delia Sweeney?’


    Lillian felt her chest tighten at the mention of the bully, a hefty girl with long, curly blonde hair. ‘Sister Ignatius had said we would be kept apart. They were sending her to somewhere called Quebec, and I was to go to Ontario with Alice.’ There was a silence as Lillian thought of her best friend, whom she guessed she would never see again. ‘It doesn’t matter now,’ she sighed.


    ‘Well, I’m glad yer didn’t go. I don’t know how I would stick this place if it wasn’t for yer. I’d rather be dead.’


    ‘Ah, don’t say that …’ Lillian turned to put her arms around her sparrow-like friend. ‘You don’t need to worry, I’m not going anywhere. You’re my best friend now, and we’ll look out for each other until we get out of this place.’


    The small girl nestled into her as a young child would to its mother, seeking reassurance and comfort. ‘It’s not as bad here now Delia’s gone … is it?’


    ‘No, it’s not,’ Lillian smiled at her friend, then pulled away. ‘We need to be careful. If any of them thought we were friends, they’d separate us. Even Sister Ignatius. Me and Alice were moved into different dormitories a few years ago when they thought we were friends.’


    ‘That was Delia Sweeney’s fault. She was always telling tales.’


    ‘We won’t give them anything to say,’ Lillian told her. When she first saw Molly, she had thought her a crabby, wizened little thing. Although they were in the same class, she had little to do with her, as she and Alice were always together. But she had never been unkind to Molly or mocked her because of her size or made any reference to Daniel’s dark skin, like some of the other girls or the nastier nuns did.


    Then an incident occurred that showed Molly in a different light. One morning Lillian had climbed the dark wooden staircase to clean the toilets in the corridor where the girls’ sleeping quarters were. As she passed the dormitory, she glimpsed a white-faced Molly sitting on the edge of the bed.


    ‘What are you doing here?’ Lillian asked in a heated whisper. ‘Sister Agnes is on her rounds, and she’ll be up soon to check the dormitories and toilets. You’ll be in trouble if she catches you up here.’


    Molly had looked at Lillian with anguished eyes. ‘I don’t know what to do …’ Her head drooped. ‘I’ve wet me bed, and Sister Agnes said if I did it again, she would wrap the sheet around me and make me walk around the yard so everybody can see it. She did it to me before.’


    ‘Oh God …’ Lillian said.


    ‘I don’t do it often,’ Molly said, ‘it’s only when I have a pain in me kidneys, and me back’s been sore for days. She won’t believe me, she never does …’


    Lillian’s eyes narrowed. ‘Pull the sheet off and give it to me. I’ll hide it with all the dirty towels and take it down to the laundry, and hopefully they won’t notice.’


    Molly pulled back the thin, frayed old blankets and then stripped the patched sheet from the bed and deftly folded it into a square. ‘Just make the bed up to look as though it’s fine, then get downstairs quick before you’re seen.’


    Both girls suddenly froze as they heard Sister Agnes’s voice screeching in the corridor below.


    ‘Quick!’ Lillian whispered, lifting her cleaning stuff. ‘Tidy the bed and get down the stairs.’ Holding the wet sheet she went rushing out into the corridor and along to the toilets.


    A minute later Molly came to hover by the toilet door.


    ‘What are you waiting for?’ Lillian hissed.


    ‘I wanted …’ Molly hesitated. ‘I just wanted … to say ta for helping me. Ta for being nice to me.’


    Lillian stared at her in surprise, then her face softened in pity. Something told her that Molly had led a darker and more painful life than most of the other girls in Gethsemane House. Everyone in the orphanage had a sorry tale, but she instinctively felt that Molly’s story was worse than anyone could imagine.


    ‘We all need to help each other when we can.’


    ‘The others don’t care, and they’ll always get yer into trouble to save themselves. But I don’t forget them that have done me down, and the few that have been good.’


    Later, Lillian was glad she hadn’t done Molly down. When Delia Sweeney had tried to pick on her – ridiculing her for being small and calling Molly’s mother a prostitute – Lillian discovered that Molly’s size didn’t hold her back but belied her strength and determination. When Delia had grabbed Molly and swung her around as you would a toddler, Lillian saw the bully’s shins being kicked so hard that they bled, and later they turned black and blue. When she dropped Molly to the ground, Delia was then yanked so hard by her long, curly hair that she fell over, dizzy and crying, while her tiny opponent triumphantly held up a handful of her hair.


    The mortified Delia had given Molly a wide berth after that, telling everyone that she was a ‘little lunatic’ who had inherited the same mental illness as her mother. To divert attention from her humiliation at the hands of Molly Power, Delia quickly moved on to the quiet and reserved Lillian Taylor. Lillian, she told everyone, was a snob with a posh voice, who sucked up to the nuns, carrying tales to Sister Ignatius.


    When two girls were beaten for scorching a pillow case with an iron, Delia reported that she had seen Lillian talking to Sister Ignatius shortly afterwards. Later in the dining hall, a note was slipped under the table and passed along to Lillian, saying that the two girls would ‘get her’ in the dormitory after lights out.


    Lillian’s stomach had churned when she read the note, and although she wanted to rush to the toilet to hide, she had to sit and finish her greasy soup. Life was bad enough with the nuns without having to battle with the other girls.


    Molly must have seen Lillian lagging behind in the line-up after lunch, with tears in her eyes, and guessed something was going on. Later, in the geography class – taken by the elderly and hard-of-hearing Sister Martha – she confronted the pair and warned them not to lay a finger on her, and they told her Delia had set it all up.


    ‘Well, yer can tell Delia Sweeney that I’ll tear every hair out of her head if anyone lays a finger on Lillian Taylor. And yer can tell Lillian the note was a mistake.’


    When Lillian heard what happened, she was amazed that Molly had taken such a bold stance on her part. She remembered the bed-wetting incident, but had not expected anything in return. When she got Molly on her own, she had quietly thanked her.


    ‘Yer were a friend to me and I hate that Delia Sweeney,’ Molly told her.


    Lillian had felt a little uneasy at being described as Molly’s friend as they had little in common and she was wary of the smaller girl’s temper, and afterwards she kept the same distance between them. Then things had changed after Alice and the other girls departed for Canada. There were only a few of the older ones left and she and Molly were put working together more often. Molly seemed more settled since Delia had gone, and not quite so defensive all the time.


    


    Now they worked on in companionable silence. Lillian felt any time away from the nuns was a good day, and was grateful for small mercies. They were just finishing off the classroom when footsteps sounded along the corridor. They both froze. The door was thrown open and Sister Dominic came in.


    The nun stared around the classroom. ‘I hope you haven’t missed anything.’


    ‘We were just checking the floor again in case there was anything the brush didn’t catch.’


    The nun turned towards Molly. ‘You’re very quiet, Miss Power. Have you checked everything is all right?’


    Lillian glanced at her, terrified that if Molly didn’t answer quickly or respectfully enough, it would trigger one of the nun’s rages.


    ‘Yes, Sister,’ Molly said, ‘I think the floor and everything is clean.’


    ‘Well, we all know what your thinking is like, don’t we? Your brain is like the rest of you – far too small to be of any use. And we know how easy it is for you to make mistakes, don’t we?’


    Lillian’s stomach churned. Why did the nun have to be so cruel? She seemed to get pleasure out of making the girls suffer by saying the most horrible things, like sticking a knife in and then slowly twisting it around.


    Molly’s shoulders drooped. ‘Yes, Sister,’ Molly said quietly. ‘I’ve done me best.’


    ‘Good,’ Sister Dominic said, ‘because you’re going to have to do your best from now on. There’s no hope of you going home now, wherever home was, to that useless mother of yours. This is the only place you have left, and you’d better make the best of it.’


    Molly’s brow wrinkled in confusion.


    ‘We received a message from Father Sutcliffe to say your mother has been found dead.’


    Lillian’s hand flew to her mouth. She turned and could see that Molly’s blue eyes were wide open, and her face as white as the chalk dust she had rubbed from the board. She watched as Molly’s right eyelid came down like the top of a heavy box, while the other eye remained as normal. It stayed like that for a few seconds, before Molly managed to blink it open again, but it wasn’t as wide as her left eye.


    ‘Come on,’ Sister Dominic commanded, pointing towards the door, ‘the priest is on his way to speak to you. Arrangements will have to be made for a funeral.’


    ‘I don’t want to go!’ Molly suddenly screeched, and stumbled across the desks to Lillian, to grasp her tightly around the waist. ‘Don’t let her take me …’ Then she buried her face in her friend’s pinafore, sobbing loudly.


    Lillian’s heart was racing, as she worked out what to do for the best for Molly. There was not an ounce of compassion in the nun, and she was likely to lash out with her hands or a ruler to try and silence the girl, rather than comfort her. ‘Will I bring her, Sister? Would it help you?’


    Sister Dominic gave a loud sigh. ‘I can’t waste any more time on this nonsense – I have another class to attend to. Finish what you have to do here, and then get her along to Mother Superior’s office.’


    When the nun left, Lillian tightened her arms around Molly. ‘I know what’s happened to your mother is terrible, but you’re going to have to be brave …’


    


    Later that evening when Molly was returned to the dormitory, Lillian took the first chance she could to check she was all right.


    ‘The priest was nice,’ Molly said, in a dull voice, her eyes downcast. ‘He took me over to the boys’ orphanage to get our Daniel, and then he took us out for fish and chips. He said he’ll come back in a few days to take us to the funeral.’


    ‘I’m really sorry,’ Lillian said. ‘It must have been a terrible shock for you both.’


    ‘It was,’ Molly said, ‘but it doesn’t matter. When I was crying earlier, it was because I didn’t want to go on me own with Sister Dominic, not because of me mam. Like I told yer before, she wasn’t much of a ma to us.’


    When she looked up, Lillian noticed the eyelid fluttering shut every so often as it had done earlier in the day. She hoped it was just a temporary thing because when it came to looks, the only thing that poor Molly had going for her was her lovely eyes.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    On Friday – the morning of Molly’s mother’s funeral – Lillian also received news she could never have imagined. With a pounding heart, she accompanied the quiet Sister Ignatius along the corridor from the laundry to see Mother Superior, who informed her that she would have her first-ever visitor on Sunday afternoon.


    ‘It’s a relative, an aunt, who has come forward and said she would like to meet you.’


    ‘An aunt?’ Lillian echoed.


    The elderly nun had raised her grey eyebrows and nodded slowly. ‘Yes, it seems she has been living away from Liverpool, and has only just discovered where you are. Apparently she knows one of our benefactors, who had someone search you out. She seems a woman of decent background, and she says she would like to come and meet you.’


    Lillian knew to ask no further questions of Mother Superior, but as she walked back to the laundry, she whispered to Sister Ignatius, ‘Do you know anything about my aunt?’


    ‘Nothing,’ Sister Ignatius whispered back. ‘I don’t get to hear much. From the way she talked about your aunt, Mother Superior seemed to approve of her.’ She gave a little smile. ‘It will be nice for you to have a visitor, won’t it?’


    There was a pause, then Lillian said, ‘I don’t know …’ After all the years of envying other girls whispering excitedly about visitors, now it came to it, she wasn’t sure how she felt about a complete stranger visiting her out of the blue.


    Saturday dawned cold, but with a bright blue sky. Lillian was put to work in the garden with some of the other older girls. Molly’s chest had been bad the night after the funeral, so she was assigned indoor work, washing the marble stairs and polishing the mahogany banisters. As she passed her friend on the way downstairs, Lillian stopped to whisper her news about her forthcoming visit.


    ‘I hope yer aunty is nice,’ Molly said. ‘Maybe she’ll take yer out for the day. She might take yer to the zoo or someplace exciting like that.’


    Lillian shook her head. ‘It’s just for tea in the visitors’ room.’


    Molly’s eyes widened. ‘They give you a biscuit with the tea.’ She halted. ‘The priest and Sister Ignatius took me and our Daniel to a hotel after the funeral. We got soup and sandwiches.’


    Lillian wondered how Molly could think about biscuits so soon after losing her mother. Although it was ten years since Lillian’s own mother had died, she could remember not wanting to eat at all when she came to Gethsemane House. At times now she couldn’t even remember what her mother’s face looked like. She knew she had been older than the other mothers in the street, but she always dressed nicely, smelled of soap and wore her dark hair in a tidy bun. She wished she could remember her mother’s face as clearly as Mother Superior’s face the day she strode into the dining hall, not long after five-year-old Lillian had arrived in the orphanage, and marched over to her table.


    The head nun had grabbed her by the hair, pulling her backwards in her chair so Lillian was looking up into her blazing eyes. ‘No more of this crying and not eating nonsense!’ she had said in a low hiss. ‘Your mother is dead and gone and you’ll have no special treatment here because of it. Why do you think the other girls are here? If they had worthwhile mothers, they would all be at home.’


    She had stood over her while she finished a bowl of horrible, cold stew. After Mother Superior had left, Lillian had sat in shock for ten minutes, then silently vomited all of it back up. She had been lucky that Sister Ignatius was the nun in charge of the dining hall that afternoon. Lillian would later discover that the young nun had arrived at the convent only a few days before Lillian, and was feeling homesick for her family in Newcastle, and in many ways, was as disorientated as the girls now in her care. She quietly got two of the older girls to help clean up Lillian and the floor.


    She had bent down and put her hand on Lillian’s shoulder. ‘Lillian, you must eat or Mother Superior will get very angry with you. And you must eat for your own sake or you will become very sick.’ She had squeezed Lillian’s hand. ‘Do you remember in class that we were talking about how we had to give plants water, and give animals food, or they would die? People are the same. We need food and water or we will get very sick and die. Do you understand?’


    There was a few moments’ silence, then the little girl nodded. Lillian was beginning to understand that her life had changed forever. Her quiet mother, who had loved and protected her, and dressed her nicely and taught her to always speak properly, was gone. She had no other relatives, her father having died before she was old enough to remember him, and she was now in a place where she had to learn to survive on her own. And surviving meant eating and not drawing attention to herself.


    And so gradually, over the weeks and months, Lillian changed and adapted to the harsh environment that was now her new home. The years in between had dimmed most of the memories about her mother, but she had never forgotten the kindness of Sister Ignatius.


    As Lillian swept up the piles of brown and yellow leaves, she felt a sense of peace descending over her. Every so often she paused to look up into the clear blue sky, enjoying the feel of the autumn sun on her face. She loved the freedom of working outdoors, even when it was cold and damp. She gave no hint of it to the nuns, as she had learned that it was a sure way for something good to be stopped. She moved around quickly to keep warm, pulling out small clumps of grass or stray weeds on the stony path.


    At one point she paused to look towards the high stone wall that ran all the way around the garden. The wall blocked any view into the world outside, apart from two large wrought-iron gates, through which the girls could catch glimpses of the street on which Gethsemane House stood. Glimpses of the real world, where horses and carts and the occasional car went by, and where ordinary people walked freely. But those glimpses were rare, and the girls knew that it was a cardinal sin if they were caught too close to the gates. The girls were rarely allowed outside the walls, as the nuns told them everything they needed was within the orphanage. They didn’t even have to go outside for Mass, as the priests brought the Holy Sacrament to them.


    She thought again about this aunt who was coming to visit her. One half of her felt frightened, but the other half wondered if things worked out, her aunt might someday take her on a tram into Liverpool city, as she had heard that occasionally other girls had been taken out by relatives.


    Lillian slept little that night, going over all the things her aunt might say, and trying to think of all the things she might say herself. She felt she had barely closed her eyes and drifted off when Sister Dominic was in the dormitory, shouting and hitting the bottom of each bed with a pointer as she marched along.


    She stopped in the middle of the room and waited until each girl had their bare feet on the cold wooden floor and their hands joined together. She went along the beds again, checking for wet nightdresses, then, satisfied, she blessed herself and called out the Morning Offering, with the half-awake girls joining in. Prayers over, there was the usual military line-up for the toilet and the washrooms.


    Lillian was sent to work in the kitchen after breakfast. Bleary-eyed, she went around collecting the piles of plates, which were wiped cleaner than usual. Every morsel of the toast – barely smeared with jam in honour of it being a Sunday – was devoured.


    Afterwards, she joined three other girls, including Molly, and went to a room beside the laundry to clean and polish the nun’s shoes. They worked in silence as Sister Agnes was prowling around, in a particularly bad mood. When Lillian got a chance to look over at her friend, she noticed her eye was still closing again.


    ‘Is your eye okay?’ she asked. ‘One of them keeps closing …’


    Molly shrugged. ‘I dunno, it just started doing it by itself.’


    She pressed her finger on the eyelid for a few seconds, and then she looked up at Lillian. ‘Mother Superior noticed it too.’ She pulled a face. ‘She told me to keep it open as it made me look more stupid than usual. Does it look dead funny?’


    Lillian shook her head. ‘It’s probably just a little nerve in your eye, and will stop as quick as it started.’


    When they finished they were sent to the kitchen to peel potatoes and carrots, which would accompany a scrap of meat, followed by a spoonful of rice pudding for the Sunday lunch. After they had eaten, Lillian felt the afternoon crawling along as she washed and dried more dishes, and went for the usual after-lunch walk around the gardens saying the Rosary.


    Later, the girls were split into two groups, the larger of which went off to the hall for craft classes where they unravelled old knitted jumpers and cardigans and then wound the crinkled wool into perfect balls. Later, they would re-knit them into squares for blankets. They also had piles of socks which had to be darned. Afterwards, the smaller group went back to the cold dormitory to get changed into their Sunday clothes for the visitors.


    Lillian’s stomach churned as she washed her face and brushed her long dark hair out before tying it up again in a ponytail.


    The girls were led by Sister Agnes into the dining hall where the usual scrubbed wooden tables were now covered with plain white tablecloths. There was a flowery jug and matching sugar bowl on each table. It was no surprise to her as Lillian had often helped to set the places with some of the other older girls. Even so, the difference made by those small adornments was startling, and made the place they ate three times a day strangely unfamiliar. The children stood in silence while the nun read their names from a list and then pointed to the table they were to sit at.


    When her name was called, Lillian felt her long, thin legs suddenly shaky as she walked across the tiled floor to a table by the tall, sashed window. She sat down, her hands folded in her lap. When all the children were seated, Mother Superior came in to stand in the middle of the room, her gaze sweeping across all the tables.


    ‘I will remind you all again – you are to be on your best behaviour. If you are asked by your visitors how you are treated here, make sure you tell them you are very well looked after. You have clean, warm beds, three good meals a day, and you are being well educated in school. I don’t want any complaints about food or the small chores you are asked to do. Girls who complain will be dealt with severely. Very severely.’ She paused, her eyes narrowing. ‘Is that understood?’


    ‘Yes, Mother Superior,’ the girls replied.


    ‘I said,’ she repeated in a louder voice, ‘Is … that … understood?’


    Every eye turned towards her now and they all chimed in clear voices, ‘Yes, Mother Superior.’


    As she sat waiting, Lillian suddenly shivered, feeling a cutting draft from the window behind her. She glanced outside and could see large leaves falling from an old chestnut tree and she wished she was outside brushing them up, instead of waiting in silence for a stranger. A stranger whom Mother Superior approved of. She didn’t approve of many people, and for some reason that thought made Lillian feel even more anxious.


    The sound of the heavy, wooden door creaking open startled her, and she sat bolt upright as a group of adults came in. The sound of voices began to fill the dining hall and, since the nuns were engaged showing the visitors to tables, Lillian felt it was safe to discreetly glance at the tables around her. Most of the visitors were lone women, but there was the occasional couple that she thought looked like a mother and father, or an older woman who might be grandmother. They all looked pinched, grey-faced, undernourished and poor – too poor to look after their own children.


    She saw Sister Dominic closing the door and it dawned on her that everyone was sitting down at a table. Her aunt hadn’t come!


    A wave of alarm washed over her. What would she do now? Would she just sit on her own and wait until visiting had finished, or would the nuns come and march her out of the hall? A hot feeling started in her chest and she could feel it rising up her neck and face. She recognised it, and knew that it would make her all blotchy and red. Everyone in the hall would notice. The thought of it all made her feel quite sick.


    And then the door creaked open again, and a woman came in: a tall, well-dressed, elegant lady who looked nothing like the other women. She spoke to Sister Dominic and then came along the row of tables towards where Lillian was sitting. Lillian’s heart was racing and she dipped her head, waiting until the woman came to stand at her table. She did not dare to look up at the lady’s face, but she could see she was wearing a matching coat and navy dress, with white gloves and three strands of pearls.


    ‘Lillian Taylor?’ she said, putting her hand on the back of the chair.


    Lillian finally looked at her. She was a very pretty-looking woman, with dark hair smoothed back in a bun.


    ‘Yes … I’m Lillian.’


    The woman sat down, then put her navy and white bag on the table and removed her white gloves. ‘Mother Superior has told you who I am, hasn’t she?’


    Lillian swallowed hard and then said in a funny crackly voice. ‘She said you were my aunt …’


    ‘I am your Aunt Anna.’


    ‘I never knew I had any aunts …’ Lillian’s voice was a whisper, but there was a determination in it to know more about herself. ‘The nuns never mentioned you before.’ Lillian stared at her now, and she noticed her aunt’s hands were trembling. She was surprised to think an adult might be nervous meeting someone her age. ‘I don’t remember you.’


    ‘That’s not surprising because you were very little. But I remember you.’ Anna smiled, and there was a softness in her eyes. ‘Your face looks exactly as I remember you … although you are so much older, of course.’


    ‘Where do you live now?’


    ‘In Liverpool, just off the city centre.’


    ‘Is it near where I lived with my mother and father?’


    Her aunt’s eyes moved downwards. ‘No …’


    There was a little silence, then Lillian said, ‘Is there anyone else? Any more aunts or uncles? Do I have any cousins?’


    Anna’s brow creased. ‘No. There is only me.’


    ‘Have you any children of your own?’


    ‘There is only me,’ she repeated.


    Lillian thought of all the questions that had gone through her mind. ‘Did you know Mother had died? Did you look for me or did you forget about me?’


    ‘No, no … I never forgot about you. Not for a minute. I spent a long time looking for you.’


    ‘When you couldn’t find me, did you think I had died?’


    ‘No, no … I always knew I would find you.’ Lillian noticed the determination in her voice.


    Then, before Lillian could say any more, two older girls came towards their table, each carrying a cup of tea.


    ‘This is very nice,’ her aunt said, seeming relieved to find a break from Lillian’s questions, and lifting the milk jug. ‘Shall I pour it for you?’


    ‘Yes, please.’ Lillian lifted her teaspoon. ‘I can do my own sugar though.’ She then proceeded to spoon two heaped spoonfuls of sugar into her cup. It was a rare sweet treat as the girls usually had watery tea, mixed with a drop of milk and poured from a large kettle. She was stirring her tea vigorously when one of the girls came back with a small plate with three digestive biscuits.


    ‘Thank you,’ Anna said, smiling at the girls. After they’d walked away, she pushed the plate over to her niece saying, ‘You have one if you like, I’m not over-fond of cakes and sweet things.’


    Lillian reached out for a biscuit. She went to take a bite from it, but then paused for a moment. ‘My mother used to bake apple tarts and fruit cakes. Do you remember her baking?’


    ‘Yes,’ Anna said, lifting her teacup and taking a sip. ‘She was a wonderful cook.’


    Lillian took a bite of her biscuit. ‘Do you remember other things about her? I find it hard to remember … ‘


    ‘We can talk about that another time.’ She paused. ‘I have something important to tell you. I’ve told Mother Superior that I want to take you out of this place …’


    Lillian felt the piece of biscuit was suddenly too big for her mouth and she tried to swallow. Was it possible that her dream of getting a day outside the walls of the orphanage might actually become real? Would her aunt take her to a tearoom or maybe a café? Would she buy her fish and chips?


    ‘I want you to come and live with me.’


    Lillian felt her heart begin to race. Never for a minute had she thought that she might leave the orphanage and the nuns forever. She had heard of some of the younger girls being taken to live with relatives and others who had been adopted, but she had never considered it for herself. She had been there too long. It would be like hoping for a miracle. She had never imagined what it would be like to live in a real house again or to be free to walk about the streets of Liverpool amongst ordinary people. Now that it seemed like a possibility, she knew she should be happy, ecstatic even, but instead, she suddenly felt a sense of alarm and confusion. She knew nothing about this woman sitting in front of her. She took a deep breath to calm herself, but some of the crumbs from the biscuit got caught in her throat. She started to cough.


    Anna leaned forward. ‘Take a drink of your tea …’


    Lillian took a quick gulp of the hot liquid. The coughing continued, then she started to splutter and choke. She could see the other girls and their visitors turning to look at her now. She lowered her head but out of the side of her eyes she could see a black-dressed figure moving towards her and her heart sank further. It was probably Sister Dominic coming to take her into the corridor, where she would give her a hard slap for coughing. Tears filled her eyes now and started to spill down her cheeks.


    ‘Are you okay?’ Her aunt got to her feet. ‘I’ll get you a drink of water …’ As she turned, she almost collided with Sister Dominic. ‘We need to get her a drink.’


    ‘Come along with me, Lillian,’ Sister Dominic said.


    Lillian, still coughing and choking, stood up. Her aunt put her arm around her shoulder. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked, anxiously.


    ‘She will be fine,’ Sister Dominic said. ‘Hurry up now, Lillian.’ The nun turned and started to march briskly towards the door and they both followed her out.


    As she moved past the other tables, Lillian knew everyone was looking at her. Sister Dominic stood holding the door open. She turned back to Anna. ‘There’s no need for you to come. I’ll sort her out.’


    ‘I want to come,’ Anna said firmly. She put her hand on the door and then guided Lillian through.


    Sister Ignatius appeared with a cup of cold water and Lillian took it from her.


    ‘Go back into the dining hall and check the others are behaving,’ the older nun said, and Sister Ignatius quickly did as she was told.


    Lillian took a little sip from the cup and then another. The cough started to build up again, and as she tried to stifle it, she suddenly felt sick and made a retching sound.


    ‘Don’t you dare!’ Sister Dominic hissed. ‘Get upstairs to the toilets if you’re going to be sick.’


    Anna was appalled at the nun’s manner. ‘The child can’t help it!’ she snapped. ‘She almost choked earlier on.’


    Lillian closed her eyes, beads of hot sweat coming out on her forehead with the effort not to cough.


    Sister Dominic, unused to being challenged, seemed to freeze and her eyes bulged in suppressed anger. ‘She will be fine.’


    Lillian took a few deep breaths and the coughing and the sick feeling started to subside. There was a silence, during which she was aware of the tension between her aunt and the nun. ‘I think I’m okay now,’ she whispered.


    ‘Take another sip of water,’ Anna said, in a kind voice. ‘And then when you are ready, we will go back inside.’


    ‘I think we should leave the visit for today,’ Sister Dominic said. ‘It looks like it’s all been too much for the girl. That coughing business is just a reaction to all the attention she’s got having a visitor.’


    ‘Really?’


    ‘She’s one of the girls who have been here for years, and anything different from their normal routine upsets them.’


    ‘I want to take her home with me today,’ Anna said, in a calm, low voice.


    Sister Dominic’s brow wrinkled. ‘Today?’


    ‘Yes, today.’


    As she listened in amazement, Lillian’s throat started to close over and she fought back the urge to start coughing again.


    ‘Ah, that’s impossible,’ Sister Dominic said. There was a smile on her face now, as though she thought Anna was mad. ‘You certainly won’t be allowed to take her today. There are official papers to be sorted and signed before anything like that can happen. ‘


    Anna smiled back. ‘I shall speak to Mother Superior and have it organised immediately.’


    ‘As I said, it’s impossible.’


    Anna looked the nun straight in the eye. ‘It is entirely possible when I have the authority over one of your main benefactor’s estates. Mother Superior would not want to lose that annual donation.’ She waited a few moments until what she had said registered. ‘I have made up my mind. I am taking my niece home with me today.’


    Sister Dominic turned on her heel and strode down the corridor towards Mother Superior’s office.


    Anna watched her go, then she turned to Lillian. ‘Are you okay?’


    ‘Yes …’ Lillian said. She gave a few short coughs, not as violent as before.


    ‘Sister Dominic seems to be a lady who is used to getting her own way. I suspect many of the nuns are like that. They were the same in Ireland, where I grew up. Has she been very hard on you and the other girls?’


    Lillian was surprised to hear her aunt had grown up in Ireland, as her accent sounded more English. She wondered if she was related on her mother’s side of the family or her father’s. She knew her mother had come from an ordinary Irish family from near Dublin with only a small farm. She remembered her talking to a neighbour about how the family had to leave to go to England and Scotland for work because the eldest son would inherit the farm. Her father she didn’t remember at all. She knew he was also Irish, and had a small ironmonger’s business in the centre of Liverpool.


    She bit her lip now, terrified to say anything in case this new aunt was only pretending she cared. Sister Agnes sometimes pretended to be nice, asking questions about the other girls or even the younger nuns. She would smile and put her arm around them, then ask a string of questions, digging around to find something. But Lillian learned long ago to say nothing. She had seen girls used as evidence against others. When they had finished telling her whatever she wanted to hear, they would then be dragged along the corridor to repeat the tale in front of the person.


    Anna bent down and put a hand on her shoulder. ‘You needn’t be afraid to tell me anything. Have the nuns been very harsh to you?’


    Lillian looked up and saw the genuine concern in her eyes. ‘Sometimes …’ she said.


    ‘Well, it’s all finished now. You’re coming to live with me, and that’s that.’ She reached to stroke Lillian’s cheek. ‘I’m going to make up for all that you have gone through here, and give you the life you should have had.’ She smiled and waved her gloved hand in the air. ‘You’re going to forget about all this.’


    As Lillian smiled back at her aunt, she felt that in minutes, everything had changed. Her aunt had just saved her from a beating by Sister Dominic. The only other person who had protected her had been Molly. Sister Ignatius had been kind, but could only do so much.


    Anna took Lillian’s hand. ‘We’ll go back into the hall for my coat and things, and then we’ll go and see Mother Superior.’


    Lillian looked up at her and realised that life as an orphan had ended. Whether she was actually allowed to go today didn’t matter. She knew that she would leave here very soon. The thought filled her with a hope she had never felt before in her life.


    It was as if some kind of miracle had happened to her.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Lillian sat on a chair outside the main office while her aunt knocked on the door and went inside. Within a minute or so, Sister Dominic came rushing out, without glancing at her. As Lillian watched her long black skirt swishing down the corridor, she prayed she would never see her or the other cruel nuns again.


    Ten, then fifteen minutes passed, then the door opened and Aunt Anna came out, followed by Mother Superior. Lillian’s heart started to race again. She could not imagine anyone telling this nun what to do. No matter what her aunt wanted, she feared she wouldn’t be allowed to leave the orphanage today.


    ‘Everything is organised, Lillian,’ her aunt said. ‘Mother Superior has kindly agreed to let you come home with me. Is anything you would like to bring with you?’


    ‘If you will excuse me,’ the nun interrupted, in a tense tone, ‘I have more important business to attend to.’ She went back into her office, banging the door shut.


    Lillian felt weak with relief.


    ‘Hurry now,’ Anna said, ‘go and get your things.’


    She looked up, bewildered. ‘What sort of things?’


    ‘Clothes … you don’t need to bring much, just enough until we buy you new ones tomorrow. And maybe your personal possessions? Any little things you might like to bring with you?’


    ‘I only have my mother’s rosary beads,’ she said, feeling in her gymslip pocket.


    Anna’s face darkened. ‘Where is your coat?’


    ‘Upstairs in the dormitory. And I’ll get my nightdress and dressing gown.’


    ‘Well, go quickly. I’ll have a hackney cab waiting to take us home.’


    Lillian trembled as she went back along the corridor and up the stairs, hoping she wouldn’t meet any of the nuns. Home, home, home. A hackney cab to take us home. The words kept circling around in Lillian’s mind. Could this really be happening, she wondered.


    Luck was on her side – when she reached the corridor at the top of the stairs, there was no one around. She went to her bedside locker and lifted things out. She quickly rolled her slippers and a pair of knickers inside her nightdress and dressing gown, then put her coat on and went back downstairs. To see her aunt waiting for her at the bottom gave her a wonderful feeling. A feeling she didn’t recognise. Something she had never known in all the years in the orphanage. It was a mixture of hope and anticipation.


    Anna held a brown paper bag out to her. ‘Put your things in this,’ she said. ‘It will have to do. I never thought to bring a proper bag for you to use.’


    Lillian did as she was told. She hoped she could make it out of the building before anyone else came along. She didn’t want to see anyone – any of the girls or any of the nuns. And then her eyes widened and her hand flew to her mouth. How could she have forgotten? ‘I have to say goodbye to Molly.’


    ‘Who is Molly?’


    ‘My friend. I can’t go without seeing her. The nuns won’t tell her …’


    ‘It would be best if we go now. You can write to her.’


    ‘But she might not get the letters … nobody ever gets letters.’


    ‘I’ll arrange it …’


    ‘Molly’s mother just died this week, and she’ll be all upset and worried if I just disappear without telling her.’


    Her aunt halted. ‘Her mother died this week?’


    Lillian nodded. ‘The funeral was on Friday. Her brother is in the boys’ orphanage …’


    ‘Dear God.’ She turned and looked back at Mother Superior’s office.


    Then footsteps sounded and when Lillian looked around, she saw Sister Ignatius coming along the corridor towards them. ‘Ask her if I can see Molly, please … She’s the nicest of all the nuns.’


    Her aunt moved quickly down the corridor and spoke to the young nun for a few minutes. Then, she beckoned to Lillian.


    Sister Ignatius was smiling. ‘I’ve just heard your news, Lillian, and I’m so pleased for you. Won’t it be wonderful to have a new home with your family?’


    ‘Thank you, Sister Ignatius.’ She was grateful to get the chance to say goodbye to the only adult who had been kind to her. ‘Can I please see Molly before I go?’


    The nun’s eyes flickered over to Anna, then back to the serious-faced young girl. ‘Molly was taken to the sick room just after lunch. Her chest and back are paining her. She might have caught a chill in her kidneys when she was at the funeral.’ She looked at Anna and raised her eyebrows. ‘It was such a cold day, and she is such a small, delicate girl. She has been given something to help her sleep until the doctor comes to see her later this afternoon.’


    Lillian slowly nodded. A doctor coming to the orphanage happened rarely, and she understood the circumstances would make it impossible to see Molly. ‘Can you please tell her what happened to me and that I tried to see her? I don’t want her to think I just went away and forgot all about her.’


    ‘Yes,’ Sister Ignatius said, ‘when I get the chance.’


    A door opened somewhere down the corridor, and Sister Agnes’s stern voice could be clearly heard.


    Sister Ignatius took a step backwards. ‘Goodbye Lillian, I wish you happiness in your new life with your aunt. You’re a lucky girl – so many of us would love to be in your position.’


    Lillian thought she saw tears glistening in Sister Ignatius’s eyes, but told herself she must have imagined it. Nuns would never cry because they were so close to God.


    Sister Agnes’s voice came again and the nun suddenly turned on her heel and hurried off down the corridor.


    ‘We need to hurry now,’ her aunt said, ‘the man will be waiting with the taxi.’


    Lillian walked out of the orphanage door with her aunt as though she was in a dream. They crossed the street together and walked down to where the black hackney cab was waiting. Anna spoke to the driver and then came back to the passenger side. She seemed calm and assured, as though she had done this many times. Lillian’s heart quickened as she wondered what it would be like to ride in a vehicle.


    As soon as they were settled, the driver turned the key and the engine roared into life, startling her. She gave a gasp and her hand flew to her chest.


    ‘You’re okay,’ Anna said, smiling reassuringly. ‘I suppose you’re not used to cars, are you? They are noisy things, but they’re very useful. I intend to get one in the near future, and when you are older, you will learn to drive your own car.’


    Lillian caught her breath. The thought of women driving cars was something she had never considered. The car started to move and she sat back, gripping the brown paper bag. As they went along one street after another, Lillian looked out of the window at the houses and the shops, and observed the people who were walking about freely. At times she felt excited and at other times she felt frightened when she saw how poor and shabbily dressed some people were.


    As they passed by the back of large, drab-looking buildings, she caught sight of young children, some barefoot, playing tag amongst bins and rubbish, and running between lines of grey washing, seemingly without the control of any adults. She had presumed all children had to be kept under strict control, as she had been for years. From what she could remember, her mother had also been strict about how she spoke and ate, but she had never been cruel.


    The taxi stopped in a queue of traffic now, and she watched boys around her own age playing football on an area which had once had grass, but was now hardened mud with the odd clump of green which had miraculously survived. Along the edges was a collection of rubbish which had blown in from the street or the backs of the old buildings.


    When the boys turned and came running after the ball in the direction of the taxi, she noticed that their hair and faces were dirty and their clothes – little better than rags – were even dirtier. It suddenly made her think that her own orphanage clothes were far superior. She had never imagined that she would feel better off than any other children. Orphans, she supposed, were the poorest of the poor – and yet, she could see quite clearly now, this was not the case.


    Something happened or something was said that made the group of boys laugh out loud. They were laughing so hard they were falling against each other, and one boy sank to his knees on the ground and then rolled over – laughing all the while.


    Lillian stared at them in shock. She couldn’t remember ever hearing anyone laugh as heartily as that. They were happy. How, she wondered, could they possibly be happy living in such appalling conditions?


    The taxi moved along a few yards and on the other side of the road she saw a group of men outside a pub, all shabby, wearing cloth caps. One of them made to move away, but he only staggered a few feet and then he fell on the ground. No one seemed particularly concerned. He tried to get back on his feet, with the help of another man, but within a few moments, the exact same thing happened. He staggered and fell down again.


    He was drunk, Lillian thought, suddenly curious. She had never seen a person drunk before. Molly had often told her about her mother getting drunk on whiskey or beer, staggering around and bringing drunken men home to the house.


    A screeching voice caused her to look up at a window in one of the taller buildings, and she saw a woman hanging out of it, her long dark hair covering her face. When she pushed it back, Lillian was startled to realise she was naked on her top half. The boys and the drunks all looked up, and then some started shouting at her. The woman screamed back, gesticulating wildly and uttering words that Lillian knew must be curses. The woman withdrew back inside and then the window was banged down.


    Lillian thought this must be the terrible life that Molly had been used to.


    As the taxi moved nearer the city, where the buildings were cleaner and smarter, she began to see a different kind of life where well-dressed people like her aunt were walking around. She saw nice couples strolling along, the women taking the men’s arms. She saw families out walking together, mothers and fathers holding toddlers by the hand and pushing babies in prams. There were poor people walking around the city too, and she was shocked when she saw numerous people with dark skin – much darker than Molly’s brother, Daniel.


    A strange feeling came over her, a frightening feeling of being lost in this big, new world outside the orphanage walls. It was so strong she almost wanted to jump out of her seat and ask the driver to turn his taxi around and take her back to the nuns – where she knew what to expect and what to do. She felt acutely aware that she knew not a single person in Liverpool city apart from her aunt. And when she looked at her aunt, she realised she did not know her either.


    


    Anna glanced at the anxious-looking, dark-haired girl beside her. They had only been together for little over an hour, but they had made massive strides. Lillian was out of that godforsaken place and on the road to the life she should have had all along. They had started to bridge some of the missing years.


    She knew they had to take time to get to know each other, and for Lillian to get used to her new surroundings. From what she had already established, the girl had far more about her than she could have hoped for. She had a truly beautiful face with high cheekbones, thick dark hair, and she was tall with an elegant bearing. She even spoke well, pronouncing her words clearly and properly. Most importantly, she was willing to take instruction. One of the benefits of living with those horrendous creatures in the convent.


    There had been the awkward issue about her friend, which, Anna supposed, was only to be expected. Especially since the other child had just lost her mother, and it was only natural that Lillian would empathise with her. It was as well that Lillian didn’t get the chance to see her, as it might have caused her distress. Although she had sympathy for the poor child losing her mother, it was better that Lillian make a clean break from her past.


    There was a lot to do, and certain things that would have to be sorted out immediately. With it being a Sunday, new clothes would have to wait until tomorrow. They would be organised first thing in the morning. She couldn’t wait to have the poor-looking coat, pinafore and spit-through blouse at the bottom of her bin. Her navy knitted cardigan was the only thing that looked halfway decent, but it would also go nonetheless.


    There would be nothing to remind either of them about the orphanage. Everything would be done to ensure Lillian settled into her new surroundings without drawing too much curiosity. Inevitably, there would be some. No matter how she explained it and brushed aside questions, there would be certain people – both inside and outside her house – who would want to know where this long-lost niece had come from.


    Anna gave a little sigh. She was under no illusions that it would be easy, but she would deal with things as they arose, and evade everything else in her usual way. The main thing was to get Lillian away from the nuns and back where she belonged.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    By the time the taxi had driven down past Lime Street Station and up Renshaw Street, past the Adelphi Hotel and grand shops, Lillian was in a daze. She was overwhelmed by all the big buildings, the noise of the traffic and all the people walking around, and she hadn’t given any thought to what sort of house she might be coming to. She had only vague memories of the semi-detached house she grew up in with her mother; her only other home had been the large, old rambling buildings of the orphanage.


    The taxi turned down Rodney Street and stopped outside number 77: a large, imposing house at the end of the terrace. They both got out, then Anna paid the driver and led Lillian over to the steps.


    Anna stopped outside the door and turned to her niece. ‘When we go inside, we are going straight upstairs to our private living quarters. If anyone speaks to you, I will deal with them. You just keep going as though you have not heard them. Do you understand?’


    ‘Yes,’ Lillian said in a low voice.


    ‘You have no need to worry.’ Her aunt’s voice was kinder now. ‘The people who lodge here are nice enough, but they don’t need to know anything about you, apart from the fact that you’re my niece. And whatever you are asked, don’t tell anyone that you have come from an orphanage.’


    Lillian suddenly felt bewildered. Was her aunt asking her to tell lies? She had been warned by the nuns that liars went to hell. Was it still a lie, she wondered, if her aunt told her to say something? And who were these people who were going to ask all these questions. ‘What will I say?’ she whispered. ‘I’m afraid to tell lies.’


    ‘Well, it’s not really lying as such. We don’t have to explain ourselves to anyone. People are entitled to keep their own business to themselves, especially when we are the owners of the house.’


    Lillian looked blankly at her.


    ‘The other people in the house are paying guests.’ She must have realised that Lillian had no idea what she was talking about. She had lived in a convent since she was five – what would she know about the outside world and how real people lived?


    ‘The others rent rooms from me, so I make the decisions about who comes into my house and what goes on in it. You are my niece and that will mean something to them. Even though you are young, just remember that they will look up to you.’ She put her hand on Lillian’s shoulder and smiled. ‘Are you ready now?’


    Lillian nodded and followed her aunt inside. She found herself in a large tiled hallway with a gold-painted table with a white marble top, which held a vase of colourful fresh flowers. Above her head hung a glittering, glass chandelier. Her aunt put a finger to her lips, then beckoned her to follow as she moved quickly across the floor and up the polished wooden staircase. There was a red patterned runner with gold edging which went all the way up, silencing their footsteps.


    Anna waited for her at the top of the stairs, and then she turned to the left, where there were doors to three rooms. There were more rooms on the right-hand side, and a smaller staircase which led to another floor. Her aunt walked quickly to the first room nearer the staircase, then halted at the door to take the key out of her handbag. Just as she put it in the door, they heard another door opening, and her aunt ushered her inside and closed the door.


    ‘Did you see anyone?’ Anna checked.


    ‘No …’


    ‘Good.’ She took her hat off and smoothed her hair down. ‘This is our own private sitting room for our own use.’


    Lillian looked around the room. Plump pale green velvet sofas with tapestry cushions, gold curtains with tasselled pelmets. Glittering crystal lights hung in the middle of the room, and there were smaller, identical lights on either side of the white marble fireplace, which had a coal fire burning in it. The marble hearth looked spotless, as did the shining brass companion set with tongs and small fancy brushes. Someone, Lillian thought, must have been tending to it while her aunt was out at the orphanage. She knew from years of cleaning fireplaces in the nun’s convent – to which the orphanage was attached – that only hard work kept a fireplace so clean and tidy. Mother Superior only allowed certain girls to look after the fire in her office, and the job often fell to her and Molly, although Molly struggled to carry the pails of coal.


    A tight feeling came into Lillian’s chest as she thought about her friend. She really wished she had had time to say goodbye properly to her. To distract herself, Lillian did what she often did in the orphanage: she clenched her hands tightly until her nails dug into her palms. Then she made herself concentrate on the wall opposite, lined with a dark wooden bookcase which had glass-panelled doors and shelves of serious-looking books. She looked around the room, taking in the various tables of different sizes, some displaying lamps and ornaments. Two matching plant stands stood either side of the window, holding tall plants with wide palm-shaped leaves. On another wall was a sideboard which had flowers painted on the doors and held a display of silver items.


    ‘We currently have four guests, and they use the main drawing room downstairs where they can sit at the fire,’ Anna said. ‘They have a dining table for eating at or working on. They all work in the city, and one of the current guests, Mr Guthrie, is an accountant so he often brings work home from the offices. There’s also a library across from the
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