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			Will she be able to save her children?

			Martha Packer is much loved by everyone in the village of Hillsbridge. As the landlady of The Three Feathers, she runs a respectable establishment and is known for her generosity and care for her family and others around her – she even took in two orphan girls to save them from a life of cruelty in the workhouse.

			So when Martha announces that she has killed her son, Garth, the community is shocked. Garth was undoubtedly a bad seed, but they knew how much Martha adored her first-born. What would have driven Martha to such extreme actions?

			Martha refuses to give a reason but her other children cannot believe their mother is capable of murder and they begin to beleive that she is protecting someone – maybe even one of them . . .
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			Hillsbridge, Somerset – 1906

			Sergeant Love was in bed and snoring loud enough to wake the dead when something disturbed him. He shifted restlessly, thinking that Alice, his wife, must have given him a poke in the ribs as she sometimes did to try to put a stop to the regular droning that she likened to sleeping in a farmyard.

			‘Leave me be, can’t you?’

			But now Alice’s hand was on his shoulder, shaking him.

			‘Wake up, for goodness’ sake, Will. Can’t you hear there’s somebody at the door?’

			‘What?’ He rubbed his fist over his chin to wipe away the dribble that had run from his open mouth.

			‘Somebody’s at the door!’ Alice repeated impatiently, and simultaneously the knocking that had woken her came again, loud and insistent.

			‘Oh, bugger.’

			Sergeant Love struggled to a sitting position, rolled out of bed and reached for his dressing gown.

			That was one of the drawbacks of living above the police station. You were always at the beck and call of anybody who wanted a policeman, whatever the time of the day or night it happened to be.

			By the light of the moon that was streaming in through a gap in the curtains he could see that the hands of the bedside clock were showing twenty to three, and that surprised him. He’d have thought Constable Sparrow, who was on night duty, would have been in the office, having a cup of tea and making up his notebook. The town was usually quiet at this time of night. Perhaps Sparrow was out on his bicycle making a last round – or perhaps the dozy bugger had fallen asleep at his desk. That wouldn’t surprise the sergeant. Sparrow had looked even more lethargic than usual when he’d come on duty at ten.

			Sergeant Love thrust his feet into his highly polished black boots, not bothering to lace them, and made his way down the stairs, through the small living room, and into the lobby. The door to the little office was open – no sign of Sparrow there – and before the sergeant could unlatch the door the hammering began again.

			‘All right, all right, I’m coming!’ he called grumpily. If it was young tearaways having a laugh, they’d catch the rough end of his tongue.

			But it wasn’t young tearaways. On the doorstep, her hand raised to knock yet again, was a middle-aged woman he recognised as Martha Packer, landlady of the Three Feathers, a pub at the very outskirts of his patch. And if her insistent knocking had not told him that her reason for being here was that something very serious had occurred, her grim expression certainly did.

			Sergeant Love sighed inwardly, seeing the remainder of his night’s sleep disappear ‘down the Swanee’, as he described it, and thinking that he wouldn’t mind betting that whatever Martha’s problem was, it involved her son, Garth.

			The Three Feathers, several miles outside Hillsbridge on the road to Bath, had been owned by the Packer family for as long as anyone could remember. Successive generations had served beer and spirits to the hardened drinkers of the nearby villages, at first from what had once been the front room of their home – a sizeable house with a cottage adjoining, and land that stretched to the surrounding fields and woods – then later, the ground-floor layout had been tinkered with so that there was a lounge as well as a public bar and a snug. Seb, Martha’s husband, had also built a skittle-alley in one of the outbuildings at the rear of the property so that the Feathers, as it was known, could raise a team from amongst their regulars to play in the local skittles league.

			Less than a year ago, Seb had died in a tragic accident that had devastated the family. His will had left everything to his three sons, Garth, Conrad and Lewis, but it was still Martha who ran the business and served behind the bar.

			In her late forties, she was still a handsome woman, evidence that she’d been known for ‘a stunner’ when she was young. Though there were now broad streaks of silver in what had once been a fine head of coal-black hair, her face was remarkably free of lines and wrinkles, perhaps thanks to a tendency to plumpness, and her posture as upright as it had ever been, with no hint of the rounded shoulders or widow’s hump that afflicted many women of her age.

			As for her nature, it was ideally suited to her role as a pub landlady. Although her manner was friendly, warm and welcoming, she could also be formidable if the occasion warranted, as any customers who became rowdy or overstepped the mark soon learned to their cost. Life had dealt Martha some hard blows; besides losing her husband, she had buried four children – three who had died in infancy and one stillbirth – but somehow the terrible losses had failed to break her. Instead they had made her stronger, so that now a core of steel lay beneath her generally pleasant demeanour.

			This was the Martha Packer Sergeant Love knew – strong, resilient, optimistic. But now, as she stood on the doorstep of the police station, erect as ever, her face was ravaged, and her hands, tightly clasped around the bone handles of the tapestry bag she held in front of her like body armour, also spoke of something very wrong.

			‘What’s up then, Mrs Packer?’ he asked.

			Her chin rose; she hesitated for only a moment.

			‘I need to talk to you, Sergeant.’

			Another brief hesitation.

			‘I have just killed my son.’
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			St Peter’s Workhouse – April 1896

			‘Jeannie – hush, my love. Don’t cry, please!’

			Eleven-year-old Ella Martin rolled as close as she could to the edge of her narrow bed and reached across to her little sister. There were eight beds in the dormitory and luckily Jeannie occupied the one next to her.

			‘I want Mammy!’ Jeannie’s voice was thick with tears.

			‘I know. So do I. But you mustn’t cry. Miss Hopkins will hear you and then . . .’ Ella broke off, not wanting to put into words what would happen if the housemother was disturbed. Children who cried at night were silenced with a rag soaked in chloroform to keep them quiet. And it did that all right. Not so long ago one girl had gone to sleep and never woken up again. Her bed, next to the door, was still empty, and Ella was terrified the same fate might befall her sister. ‘You don’t want to make her cross, do you?’ she finished.

			‘N-no . . .’ Eight-year-old Jeannie’s sobs softened into hiccups and snuffles and her fingers curled round Ella’s, gripping them tightly.

			‘You’ll see Mammy soon. When she’s well again,’ Ella whispered urgently, trying to ensure that Jeannie didn’t start crying again in earnest.

			‘Really soon?’

			‘Yes.’

			But she knew it was an empty promise. Here in the workhouse families were separated, wives from their husbands, children from their parents, boys from girls. Siblings did get to see one another for two hours each afternoon when they were taught their lessons, either by the local rector or Miss Owen, who had once run a dame school in a nearby village. But it was only on Sundays, when they attended church, that the children had any contact with their mothers and fathers, and next Sunday was a whole week away. Six long days and nights. Even then, if Lilah was still ill they wouldn’t be allowed up to the infirmary where she was being looked after for fear of spreading germs. They hadn’t been allowed there today, and they hadn’t been allowed to visit their father when he was dying of the lung disease that had cost him his job in the pits and the house that went with it – the reason the family had ended up here in the workhouse.

			Ella’s greatest fear was that her mother might follow him to an early grave. She had never been in good health since giving birth to Jeannie and Ella had only faint memories of the strong, fun-loving woman who had used to take her for long walks in the fields and woods behind their home, play hide-and-seek with her while she buried herself in the laundry basket or crouched behind the sofa, and sang her to sleep at bedtime. She’d been only three years old when Jeannie was born. But when Daddy had explained to her that Mammy wasn’t well and needed help with the new baby she had been eager to do her bit.

			She’d taken soiled nappies to the soaking bucket and prodded them in with the wooden spoon Lilah kept especially for the purpose, and sat beside the crib, rocking it gently until Jeannie fell asleep, however long that took. Later, as Jeannie grew, Ella had kept her entertained when Lilah was tired, or forced to take to her bed, even preparing food for them, albeit mostly jam sandwiches or bread and dripping.

			As time had gone by Lilah’s health had improved, but since they had been forced into the workhouse the awful conditions there had weakened her again, her reserves of strength eroded by the hard physical work, often in the laundry or the kitchens, and the cold and damp that permeated the place – even in summer the chill still emanated from the old stone walls. Ella had seen her grow thinner and paler, and during this last bitterly cold winter she’d developed a chesty cough that she couldn’t seem to shake off, which had worried Ella, though Lilah tried to reassure her that it was nothing that some spring sunshine wouldn’t cure.

			Since the weather had taken a turn for the better this week, Ella had been in hopes that she’d see some improvement in her mother when they met in church on Sunday. But it wasn’t to be. Instead she was worse, and sick enough to have been taken to the infirmary, so that Ella and Jeannie hadn’t been able to see her at all. No wonder Jeannie had been in tears on and off for most of the day, Ella thought. She’d felt like crying too, and still did.

			But at least Jeannie was quiet now, just sniffling occasionally, and when at last the snuffles stopped and her breathing became even, Ella whispered a little prayer of gratitude that the danger of her being quietened with a chloroform-soaked rag had passed – for now, at least.

			Her hand, which Jeannie had been clasping tightly, had gone through the stage of pins and needles to being completely numb, but she had been afraid to move in case she disturbed her sister and set her off again. Now, however, she inched closer to the edge of the thin straw mattress so that she could reach across with her other hand and gently prise herself free of Jeannie’s fingers. Success. She rolled over on to her back, rubbing life back into her hand, then pulled the coarse blanket up as far as the neck of her nightgown – any higher and it would make her throat itch – and closed her eyes. But with all her worries about Mammy churning round in her head sleep felt as far away as ever.

			Would she be all right? Would she get better? Or – the thought was so terrible it ran a shiver through her body and made her feel sick – might she die as Daddy had? If she did, Ella didn’t think she could bear it. And what would become of her and Jeannie? Ella felt as if all the cares of the world rested on her young shoulders.

			A solitary tear escaped and rolled down her cheek and she turned her head to brush it away on the worn pillowcase. Crying would do no good. Somehow she had to be strong, for Jeannie as well as for herself. But oh – it wasn’t easy! And her bitter disappointment at not seeing Mammy today wasn’t helping either.

			How, she wondered miserably, could a day that had started off so well have ended so badly?

			Because it was Mothering Sunday the children were excused their morning chores for once so that they could go out to gather the wild flowers they would give to their mothers during Matins. Ella and Jeannie were both so excited that not even the icy cold water they had to wash in, stripped to the waist, for their morning ablutions, or the porridge and dry bread that made up their breakfast, could dampen their spirits, though they still sniffed enviously at the delicious aroma of crisp bacon rashers that wafted their way from the table where the staff ate. When the meal was over and they’d helped clear away the dishes, they were escorted out of the workhouse grounds and across the road to the open countryside beyond.

			It was a beautiful spring morning, the sky the clean-washed blue of April and scattered with fluffy white clouds, the crisp air full of the fresh sweet scent of dew-wet grass. At first, given a little freedom, the children scattered, taking the opportunity to run about in this paradise, so different to the workhouse exercise yard, where a high wire fence divided the boys’ section from the girls’. Then, when Miss Sparks, the assistant mistress who had accompanied them, reminded them sharply why they were here in the meadow, they began hunting for wild flowers to make their posies.

			Cowslips, buttercups and daisies nestled amid the rough tufts of meadow grass, clumps of primroses blossomed on the banks, and violets peeped out from the moss around the roots of trees. Ella picked some of each, careful not to damage the delicate stalks, and soon had enough to make a pretty posy. A little further on, in a copse that bordered the field and the river beyond, she spied a cluster of bluebells, and was just making her way towards them when Jeannie came running up to her.

			‘Look, Ella! See what I found! Isn’t it lovely?’

			She held out a long-stemmed dandelion.

			‘Oh – not that one,’ Ella said, wrinkling her nose.

			Jeannie’s face clouded. ‘Why not?’

			Ella realised that Jeannie had never had the chance to learn about wild flowers – or butterflies and bees, for that matter. She’d been scarcely more than a toddler when they’d been forced to come and live in the workhouse, and never roamed the fields and meadows with Mammy as Ella had.

			‘It’s a weed. We called it a wet-the-bed,’ she explained gently. ‘You don’t want that one.’

			‘But it’s so pretty! It’s like the sun!’ Jeannie protested.

			Ella shook her head, smiling, and sighed.

			‘Oh, go on then. If you think Mammy will like it.’

			‘She will! I know she will!’

			Jeannie was probably right, Ella thought. She’d like anything Jeannie had picked especially for her. But wild garlic grew here beneath the trees – the air was full of the smell of it – and Ella didn’t want Jeannie picking any of the pretty little white flowers because she thought they looked like stars.

			‘Don’t touch that, Jeannie!’ she cautioned as her sister made a beeline for the plants. ‘Your hands will stink all day. And so will Mammy’s if you give it to her.’

			‘Come along now! Time to go back!’ Miss Sparks was calling and clapping her hands.

			Reluctantly the children abandoned their treasure hunt and headed in her direction, some – eager to please – making haste, some dawdling. But a small knot of three boys, two big and one little, ignored her altogether, and it looked as if a fight was starting between the two older ones.

			‘Leo! Arthur! Stop that!’ Miss Sparks called, but again she was ignored, and the scuffling only worsened as they fell to the ground, rolling over and over, punching and gouging.

			Miss Sparks hitched up her skirts and ran towards them with surprising speed, followed by some of the boys who were eager not to miss a good fisticuffs, while the girls hung back, looking frightened. Not so Ella. Leo Fisher, one of the combatants, was her best friend in the workhouse.

			They’d first formed their alliance last summer when they had both been assigned tasks in the garden – Ella a flower bed where she was to deadhead the roses and do some weeding, Leo to dig the vegetable patch and prepare it for planting. Ella had hit a problem with brambles that were invading the rose bed and in trying to remove them she’d scratched her hands and arms so badly that they were bleeding. Leo had noticed, and when the supervisor wasn’t looking, he’d come over and helped her cut the brambles back.

			‘Just give me the nod if there’s something you can’t manage,’ he’d said.

			‘Thanks.’ But she knew she wouldn’t call on him. If they were caught they would both be in trouble – especially Leo, who would almost certainly be thrashed with a split cane. But he’d taken that risk today, and she was really grateful. Here in the workhouse acts of kindness were in short supply.

			From that day on they’d always exchanged a smile when their paths crossed, and chatted when they had the chance. Ella learned that he was a year older than her, and an orphan who had spent his whole life in the workhouse. As their friendship grew she came to think of him as the big brother she’d never known, but about whom Lilah had often spoken. Mark was his name, and he had died before she was born, when he was just a baby. She’d often wished things had turned out differently and he’d lived to grow up. He would be there for her and Jeannie, looking out for them, making her feel safe, taking some of the burden off her shoulders. But now there was Leo, filling the empty space in her life that Mark would have occupied.

			When winter had come and there was no work for her to do in the garden, Ella had seen him mostly only through the wire fence when they were sent out to exercise, or in the classroom, but that happened less frequently now, as Rector Evans who taught the older children had recently singled him out for private tuition. Ella missed him, but took consolation from the fact that there was no risk of him getting into trouble for helping her with her sums, as he had once, when he’d been sitting next to her and seen her struggling, by passing her a slip of paper with his workings and the answer written on it. She’d quickly hidden it beneath her exercise book, but she’d been terrified for the whole of the rest of the lesson, knowing that if the rector found out they’d be severely punished, either with a beating, or, worse, locked for hours in the hell-hole that was the punishment room – bitterly cold, damp, with not so much as a glimmer of daylight, and probably nothing to eat or drink.

			When she’d next seen Leo in the exercise yard she’d whispered to him through the fence that he must never do such a thing again, but he’d just grinned and winked at her, his clear blue eyes sparkling like sapphires, and she wasn’t convinced he wouldn’t risk it.

			But that was Leo all over. Kind, clever – his hand was always the first to go up when a question was asked in class – easy-going and fearless. Despite being tall, and quite strong from the hard physical work he had done in the garden during the summer, he wasn’t one to throw his weight about or get into fights, even though he was often taunted for being an orphan with no family of his own, or teased about the colour of his hair. ‘Ginger’ they called him. But Ella thought it was the loveliest shade of red-gold she had ever seen.

			Now, as she ran towards the scene of battle, Ella wondered what on earth had happened to involve Leo in such a violent punch-up. Admittedly, Arthur Durbin, the boy he was fighting with, was known for being a bully, but she couldn’t imagine what he could have done or said to rile Leo so.

			A few moments later she found out.

			Eddie Thomas, the little five year old who had been beside them, had now retreated from the scene of the fracas and was watching from a distance, tears and snot running down his freckled face. Taking pity on him, Ella stopped and dropped to a crouch on the springy grass beside him.

			‘It’s all right, Eddie,’ she said. ‘Nothing to cry about. Just the big boys being silly.’

			Eddie rubbed his hands across his face, leaving streaks of dirt and pollen.

			‘He’s got my flowers!’ he wailed.

			‘Who has?’ Ella asked.

			‘Arthur Durbin. He took them away from me and wouldn’t give them back. And then . . .’ he began to sob again, ‘and then he stamped on them!’

			‘Oh, he shouldn’t have done that,’ Ella said, shocked. But she understood now why Leo had gone for Arthur. He would have been infuriated by the boy’s cruelty.

			By now Miss Sparks had separated the scrapping pair, and was chastising them both equally. Ella knew Leo would never snitch on another boy, however much he might deserve it, and certainly Arthur wouldn’t own up to what he had done. If anyone was to save Leo from certain punishment for standing up for little Eddie, it would have to be her.

			She grasped the child’s hand.

			‘Come on, Eddie. Let’s go and tell Miss Sparks what happened.’

			He looked up at her, his lip trembling.

			‘If you tell her, I expect she’ll let you pick some more. And I’ll help you.’

			The boy brightened at once, wiping his eyes with the sleeve of his shirt, and Ella led him over to Miss Sparks, who broke off her rant at Leo and Arthur and turned impatiently to Ella and Eddie.

			‘What?’ she asked, so sharply that tears started to Eddie’s eyes again.

			‘Arthur took Eddie’s flowers and stamped on them,’ Ella said. ‘Isn’t that right, Eddie? Leo was just standing up for him.’

			Miss Sparks looked to be on the point of ridiculing her, but there in the grass, flattened by the boys’ rough and tumble, lay the unmistakable evidence. Cowslips, celandines, even another dandelion or two lay there, crushed and ruined.

			‘Is this true?’ she demanded of Eddie.

			The little boy nodded miserably and cringed against Ella, clearly afraid of what Arthur might do to him for dobbing him in.

			Ella put an arm round his shoulders. ‘I told him you’d let him pick some more, and I’d help him,’ she ventured.

			Miss Sparks hesitated for a moment, then relented. ‘Very well, if that’s the case. But be quick about it. Leo – you can help too as long as you stay out of trouble. And Arthur . . .’ she grabbed the bully by the collar of his shirt, ‘you come with me. We’ll see what Mr Yarlett has to say about this.’

			Mr Yarlett was the master of the workhouse, and a figure to be feared.

			As Miss Sparks started back across the field, dragging a red-faced Arthur along with her, Leo turned to Ella.

			‘Thanks,’ he said, rubbing his cheek. A bruise had already begun to darken and swell, but apart from that, and his shirt hanging loose over the back of his trousers, he looked none the worse for the scrap. ‘You saved my bacon there. But you shouldn’t have. You might have been for it for speaking out of turn.’

			‘I wasn’t going to let Arthur get away with it and see you in trouble,’ Ella said, blushing a little at the praise from her hero.

			‘Well, we’d better get on with picking these flowers before she changes her mind,’ he said, and the smile he gave her made her heart sing.

			Leo had helped her out so often; at least now she’d been able to do something for him in return.

			Back at the workhouse the children were lined up for inspection to make sure they were clean, tidy and presentable. Then the girls formed a crocodile with Miss Hopkins, the housemistress, at the front, and Miss Sparks bringing up the rear. The boys, supervised by two of the masters, followed. Of Arthur there was no sign. Perhaps he’d been locked in the punishment room, Ella thought. But she wasn’t going to waste her pity on him. What he’d done had been cruel; picking on a boy half his size, stealing the flowers he’d gathered so lovingly for his mother and wantonly destroying them was unforgivable. If he had been put in the punishment room perhaps he’d think twice next time.

			The adult inmates were already in church, a dejected bunch in their drab clothes, sitting in the pews halfway down the nave. The children were ushered in behind them. They always arrived just a few minutes before the service began; the longer they had to sit still and wait the more likely they were to be disruptive, in the opinion of the authorities. As they filed into their places some of the adults turned round, seeking out their own child for a wave and a beaming smile.

			‘Where’s Mammy?’ Jeannie whispered anxiously, tugging on Ella’s sleeve. ‘I can’t see her.’

			‘Neither can I . . .’ Ella bowed her head as Miss Sparks shushed her into silence, then quickly raised it again, scanning the rows of women for a glimpse of Lilah. Now that they’d turned back to face the altar it was difficult to tell one from the other in their workhouse uniforms and with their hair tucked into mob caps. But she felt sure Mammy wouldn’t have turned away without having made eye contact first. A worm of anxiety wriggled in Ella’s stomach.

			Where was she?

			The service began and as Ella continued to try in vain to locate her mother her anxiety grew. The other children were singing lustily – one of their favourite hymns, ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’ – but Ella could only whisper the words and she scarcely noticed the beautiful floral decorations that adorned each window sill and filled every hollow in the great stone pillars that ran the length of the church, even though the rector drew attention to them. Beside her, Jeannie too looked worried, her small face solemn, her lip trembling.

			At last it was time for the children to present the flowers they’d gathered to their mothers, who were now assembled at the back of the church in the large open space between the porch and the font. Ella was certain now that Mammy wasn’t here – she would have seen her when she’d filed past the pew where the children were sitting – and sure enough as she and Jeannie moved into the aisle Miss Sparks drew them aside. As the signal was given for the line of children to move off she put a restraining hand on each of their shoulders.

			‘Not you two. Your mother isn’t here – she’s not well.’ Her voice was almost lost in the triumphant music swelling from the organ, but both girls knew what she had said. They’d known it already.

			Jeannie gave up the struggle to control her wobbling lip and began to cry, and Ella could feel tears pricking behind her own eyes, but she blinked them back, her fierce pride refusing to allow her to cry in front of Miss Sparks and the entire congregation.

			‘Hush up now, Jeannie,’ Miss Sparks whispered urgently. ‘And go back to your seats, both of you.’

			As she ushered them back into the pew, Ella could see Leo two rows behind them. As an orphan he had no one to give flowers to either, and had remained in his seat. Now he caught Ella’s eye with a questioning look.

			She gave a small shake of her head and mouthed the words: ‘Mammy’s ill.’

			‘Oh no!’ he mouthed back.

			Usually a sympathetic word or look from him could cheer Ella. Not today. Once again she bit back her tears and concentrated on trying to comfort her little sister.

			Now, lying on her thin mattress with sleep refusing to come, Ella relived every moment of the day that had begun so well and ended so badly.

			When the service was over and they had all filed out into the spring sunshine, she had approached Miss Sparks, still clutching her posy.

			‘Please, miss, can we take our flowers to Mammy when we get back?’

			‘I shouldn’t think so. She’s in the infirmary,’ Miss Sparks said shortly.

			‘Please!’

			‘It’s not my place to say yes or no,’ Miss Sparks said. ‘You’d better ask Miss Hopkins.’

			She turned her attention to marshalling her charges into line, and Ella, nervous but determined, went back to the church porch where the housemistress was talking to Rector Evans. She was a formidable figure in her long black cloak, which Ella always thought made her look like a great black crow as it flapped around her angular frame. Iron-grey hair was drawn back into a severe bun and topped with a black felt hat, and a face that Mammy described as ‘enough to turn the milk sour’ completed the daunting picture. Beside her, Rector Evans looked like a big bird too in his own black cape, only perhaps with his white vestments showing at the neck and hem he looked more like a magpie. One for sorrow . . . Ella shivered. There was something about Rector Evans she didn’t like at all.

			As she approached the pair, Miss Hopkins swung round, glaring.

			‘Where do you think you are going?’ she demanded. ‘Rejoin the others at once!’

			Gathering her courage, Ella stood her ground. ‘Our mammy wasn’t well enough to come to church today. Please, could we see her later on so we can give her our flowers?’ She held out her bunch imploringly, and added, ‘Miss Sparks said to ask you.’

			‘That won’t be possible,’ Miss Hopkins said shortly. ‘She is in the infirmary, I believe.’

			‘I know. But . . . it is Mothering Sunday, and we picked them specially . . .’

			‘I suggest you lay them on one of the graves. Or take them into church and leave them in front of the statue of the Virgin Mary. But whichever it is, do it quickly. You’re holding everyone up.’

			Ella wasn’t going to give up so easily. She didn’t want to put her flowers at the feet of a plaster statue or on the grave of someone she’d never known. She wanted to give them to Mammy. Especially if she was ill. Especially if, as Ella feared, this might be the last Mothering Sunday when she’d be able to give her flowers.

			‘Jeannie has some too,’ she said, nodding in the direction of her sister, lined up and waiting in the crocodile with the other children. ‘She’s going to be so disappointed if she can’t give them to Mammy. And they’d cheer Mammy up. Make her feel better.’

			‘Ella Martin!’ The housemistress’s voice rose threateningly. ‘Do as you have been told at once, or—’

			Rector Evans interrupted her, placing a hand on Ella’s shoulder. ‘Couldn’t an exception be made in this case?’ His tone was conciliatory. ‘It is Mothering Sunday, after all, as Ella says.’

			Ella cringed at his touch, even though she was grateful for his intervention, and she held her breath, hoping Miss Hopkins would change her mind. The housemistress was ‘sweet on’ the rector, she’d heard some of the older girls say. But although Miss Hopkins’ tone softened to one approaching sycophancy, her words were unrelenting.

			‘You understand, surely, Elijah, we can’t have children visiting the infirmary unless they are sick enough to need treatment themselves. They carry all manner of germs.’

			‘I suppose that’s true,’ he agreed regretfully. ‘But things being what they are, couldn’t one of the staff take the flowers to the mother?’

			‘Would that make you and your sweet little sister feel better, my dear?’ he asked, but Ella couldn’t help noticing his eyes were on Jeannie.

			She wasn’t surprised. It was probably because of her sister that he’d spoken out on their behalf. Jeannie was a favourite with everyone. Petite, fragile almost, with her fine fair hair and skin and turquoise eyes fringed with long dark lashes, there was something almost fey about her, as if she belonged not to this world but an enchanted grotto. Beside her, Ella felt clumsy and plain. Being three years older it was only natural she was going to be bigger, but she had never been dainty as Jeannie was, and her colouring, though similar, was far less striking, her eyes muddier, with flecks of brown, her eyelashes stubbier, and her hair several shades darker.

			Now, however, she was grateful for the effect Jeannie seemed to have on everyone.

			‘Thank you, it would,’ she managed.

			‘Very well.’ Unsurprisingly, Miss Hopkins was all too anxious to appear reasonable and even kindly in the rector’s eyes. ‘You can always be relied upon to find the solution to a problem, Elijah.’ She turned to Ella. ‘Give the flowers to Miss Sparks when you get back to St Peter’s and tell her I have said they are to be taken to your mother, with your love. Now, run along, there’s a good girl.’

			Her tone was honeyed but her cold grey eyes were flashing daggers at Ella, who knew she’d pay for it later.

			And so she had.

			‘How dare you embarrass me in front of the rector?’ the housemistress had stormed at Ella before ordering her to hoist up her skirts and administering three stinging slashes to Ella’s bare buttocks with her split cane.

			Ella made not a sound. She wouldn’t give the horrible woman the satisfaction. And when the beating was over she looked up to meet Miss Hopkins’ eyes defiantly.

			‘Let that be a lesson to you, or it will be the worse for you if there’s a next time,’ the housemistress warned her.

			Now, hours later, her buttocks were still stinging, but it had been worth it. At least she’d managed to get the flowers to Mammy.

			Or had she? For all she knew Miss Sparks had kept them for herself. Oh, she wouldn’t have kept Jeannie’s. The little girl had managed to crush them in her hot little fists when she’d got so upset so that they were wilting and the petals falling off. Not that Mammy would mind – they’d be just as precious to her as the most perfect bouquet. But Ella’s . . . they had still been fresh and pretty. Just the thing to brighten up the room Miss Sparks shared with three other female staff members . . .

			But no! She mustn’t think like that. If she did she’d choke up again. The flowers had reached Mammy, she told herself. And Mammy would be well again soon. Next year, on Mothering Sunday, she and Jeannie would be able to give her their flowers themselves.

			Ella closed her eyes, determined to think only positive thoughts, and before long tiredness overcame her and, like Jeannie in the next bed, she slept.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			[image: ]

			In spite of the warm sunshine outside it was bitterly cold in the classroom. It almost always was. The thick old stone walls emanated the chill and damp that had seeped into them throughout the winter and never quite warmed up or dried out.

			Sitting behind her desk on the wooden form that she shared with her neighbour, Ella shivered, though not just from the cold. She hadn’t really stopped shivering since Sunday, a tremble in her stomach that spread through her veins and on to her skin, so that her whole body felt quivery like a half-set jelly, and constant anxiety was a lump in her throat that made her feel sick.

			Mammy was still in the infirmary, and Ella knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep until she knew she was on the road to recovery. At the moment there seemed to be no sign of that, according to what she’d been told.

			She dipped her pen in the inkwell and tried to concentrate on the sums Rector Evans had set them on the blackboard, but the figures blurred before her eyes, and though she knew today’s problems were well within her capabilities, she felt sure she was making silly mistakes.

			It wasn’t helping, either, that the rector seemed to be watching her. Even though her head was bent over her exercise book she could feel his eyes on her, and if she glanced up she could see she was right. Why it was so unsettling she didn’t know, but it was. There was something repulsive about the man, with his fleshy lips and jowls that quivered above his clerical collar, and his big flabby hands with fingers like overstuffed sausages.

			She shouldn’t feel like this about him, she thought. He was a good man, he must be if he was a priest. And he’d talked Miss Hopkins into allowing the flowers they’d picked to be taken to Mammy, even if they hadn’t been able to do it themselves. But she couldn’t help it.

			‘He gives me the creeps,’ she’d said to Leo once when they were managing a surreptitious chat through the wire fence in the exercise yard.

			‘Why’s that?’ Leo had asked.

			She’d thought about it. ‘For one thing, I don’t like the way he smells. Sort of musty and funny . . .’

			Leo had laughed. ‘You’re right there. But he’s all right really. He’s helping me a lot. Says he thinks I might be able to get a scholarship to a posh school if I work hard.’

			‘Oh – you’re not going away, are you?’ Ella’s heart had dropped like a stone. The thought of Leo not being here was unbearable.

			He’d shrugged. ‘I expect it’s all talk. But really, he’s not so bad when you get to know him.’

			‘I suppose,’ she’d said doubtfully.

			But now, in the classroom, with his eyes constantly on her, she was feeling uncomfortable all over again. And even worse, when the lesson came to an end and the pupils were filing out, he drew her aside.

			‘A word, Ella.’

			Was she going to be told off for not concentrating on the lesson properly? Ella supposed she deserved to be. But when they were alone, the smile he gave her was benign, and not at all like the prelude to a wigging.

			‘You’re a clever girl, Ella, but you’re not being stretched enough,’ he said. ‘In class we have to go at a pace that suits everyone, and I can’t give you the attention you deserve. I’m going to suggest to Mr Yarlett that I give you some extra lessons.’

			‘Oh!’ Ella was startled. ‘Like Leo, you mean?’

			‘In a way, yes. Not with him, of course. He’s a year older than you, and I’m preparing him for an entrance examination to a good school. He can go far, that lad. But so could you, with the right tuition.’

			‘You mean . . . you’d put me in for an exam?’ Ella asked, daunted by the very thought of it.

			‘No. I’m not sure higher education is for girls.’ The rector smiled indulgently. ‘But there are other paths you and your sister could take, with a little help from me. You’re what – eleven now? That gives us two years before Miss Hopkins will be looking to find you a position – as a scullery maid, more likely than not. You’re worth more than that, Ella, and so is Jeannie. But let’s concentrate on you for the moment. If you make the progress I think you can, I’d be happy to recommend you to the governors of the church school as an assistant there. In time, you could well become a teacher yourself, or a governess. Now, what do you say to that?’

			It had never occurred to Ella that when the time came for her to start work she could ever be anything more than a maidservant, considering herself lucky to leave the workhouse behind, even if it did mean getting up at the same unearthly hour, carrying out similar menial chores, and still having to share a room, maybe even a bed, with the other maids. The very idea of being able to work with children, helping them with their reading, writing and sums, picking them up when they fell over and tending to their grazed knees, comforting the little newcomers who were missing their mammies – it sounded like a fairy tale, something she would never have dared to even dream of.

			She wished she would be sharing the extra classes with Leo, though she knew she’d struggle to keep up with him. The thought of being alone with the rector made her uncomfortable. She supposed she’d have to sit next to him while he coached her, and smell that horrible smell that made her feel sick. But if it meant that she would have the chance of working in the church school, then it would be worth it.

			‘I’d really like to work with children,’ she said.

			‘And you’d be prepared to attend extra lessons, and study in what free time you have?’

			Ella nodded. Though what free time he was talking about she didn’t know. ‘Yes.’

			‘Good.’ The rector smiled at her. She didn’t like his smile, either, she realised. It made him look self-satisfied rather than friendly. ‘Then we’ll begin next week. I can spare an hour following the class lesson. And by then we’ll have had the burial . . .’ He broke off, adjusting his expression to a serious one. ‘I’m very sorry about your mother, Ella. I will be praying for her, and for you and Jeannie, that you may find comfort.’

			Ella stared at him for a moment, uncomprehending. Then a trickle of ice ran down her spine and her knees felt as if they would give way beneath her.

			‘What . . . ?’

			What do you mean? she had intended to say, but the words stuck in her throat.

			The rector frowned. ‘Haven’t you been told?’

			Ella’s stricken face gave him his answer.

			‘Oh dear, oh dear. Then it falls to me to break the sad news. Your dear Mama left us in the early hours of the morning to be with Jesus.’

			The room was spinning around her, shock making her weak and dizzy. She swayed, and the rector caught her by the arms, lowering her into the chair behind the teacher’s desk and pushing her head down between her knees.

			‘Oh, my child . . .’ His voice was sympathetic now, though Ella could not hear his words over the buzzing in her ears as the blood rushed back into her head.

			When at last she straightened up, she realised he was crouched beside her.

			‘Mammy’s dead?’ she whispered.

			‘I’m afraid so. She died very peacefully in her sleep. You and your sister should have been informed. I assumed you had, and that was the reason you were finding it difficult to concentrate on your classwork. This is shocking . . . shocking.’

			‘I was worrying about her. I knew she was really bad, but I didn’t know . . .’ Tears filled Ella’s eyes and ran down her cheeks, and for once she did nothing to try to control them. ‘I didn’t know she was . . . Oh, Mammy! Mammy!’

			The rector put an arm around her, pulling her into his shoulder. With her face buried in his cassock the smell she detested was strong, but now Ella was scarcely aware of it. Mammy was dead – nothing else was registering. Not even that, really.

			It shouldn’t have come as such a shock to her – wasn’t it exactly what she’d been afraid of? But it had. It had! And the finality of it was like falling into a bottomless pit.

			She’d never see Mammy again. Never feel her arms around her. Never hear her laugh or sing. Never . . .

			The tears flowed, hot and salty, stinging her eyes and burning her cheeks, and sobs shook her thin frame with every breath she drew.

			Mammy . . . Oh Mammy . . . No! No! No!

			After a few minutes her chaotic thoughts and emotions began to crystallise and she raised her head, turning her red and swollen eyes to the rector. ‘What . . . What will happen now?’

			The rector fished a clean white handkerchief out of the sleeve of his cassock, wiped her face gently, then handed it to her so that she could blow her nose. ‘In what respect, my dear?’

			‘Everything! What will happen to Mammy?’

			‘She’ll be given a Christian burial and laid to rest in the workhouse cemetery. I shall officiate, of course.’

			She nodded, biting her lip. ‘And me and Jeannie?’

			‘You will be looked after just as you have been ever since you’ve been here. Until you are old enough to leave us and go out into the world. It’s one of the reasons I’m eager to begin our extra tuition as soon as possible. So that you will be well prepared to find some occupation that will ensure you are never forced to return.’

			‘But what about Jeannie? I can’t leave her here all on her own . . .’ The tears began again.

			‘Don’t worry about that. It’s a long way in the future yet. By the time you leave she will be almost as old as you are now.’

			‘But she’s . . .’ Ella didn’t know how to put into words the feeling she always had, that Jeannie was somehow vulnerable, and not just because she was three years younger. Then another thought struck her.

			‘She doesn’t know about Mammy yet, does she? How am I going to tell her? I can’t do it! I don’t know how . . .’

			‘Don’t upset yourself, Ella. I shall see to it that Miss Hopkins speaks to her immediately. I fail to understand why she hasn’t already done so.’

			No! Not her! Not that horrible, cruel woman! The words were loud inside Ella’s head, as if someone outside herself was speaking to her.

			Ella squeezed her eyes tight shut, cutting off the tears and gathering her courage. The housemistress would state the facts baldly, without an ounce of compassion or sympathy, she knew that only too well. Jeannie was going to be devastated whoever gave her the news, but Ella knew she couldn’t allow her to hear it from Miss Hopkins.

			‘No.’ She said it aloud this time, her voice tremulous but determined. ‘She’s my sister. I’ve got to be the one to tell her. I’ll find a way somehow.’

			Rector Evans nodded slowly. ‘Very well, if that is what you would prefer. It’s very brave of you, Ella.’ He placed a hand on her shoulder again. ‘Would you like me to be there with you?’

			Ella bit her lip hard. For all that she disliked the rector, he was being very kind, kinder than anyone else had ever been in this horrible place. She nodded slowly. ‘Would you?’

			‘Of course. Wait here and I’ll fetch her.’

			‘Her lessons will be over by now, I expect,’ Ella said.

			The little ones were taught by Miss Owen in another classroom, but sometimes, if they were restless, they were allowed to finish early.

			‘I’ll find her, don’t worry.’

			Left alone, Ella twisted the rector’s handkerchief between her hands, wondering how best to break the news to Jeannie, and another solitary tear rolled down her cheek. She brushed it away impatiently. She didn’t want her sister to catch her crying. Somehow she had to be strong for both of them.

			A few minutes passed before Rector Evans was back with Jeannie, whom he’d found sweeping the floor of the dining hall with a broom almost as tall as she was. Her small face was clouded with apprehension; she might be only eight years old but Ella suspected she had already guessed there was bad news to come.

			The moment she saw Ella, Jeannie ran to her, grasping her knees and gazing at her fearfully. Ella put her arms around her little sister, hugging her.

			‘Jeannie . . .’ Her voice faltered, the words refusing to come.

			‘Jeannie, your sister has something very sad to tell you,’ the rector said, his tone suitably doleful. ‘You must be a brave girl, as she is.’

			Again, Jeannie’s eyes, full of panic, met Ella’s, and the older girl swallowed the knot of tears that was constricting her throat.

			‘It’s Mammy, Jeannie. She’s gone to be with the angels, the rector says.’

			Jeannie’s mouth fell open, her eyes widening. Then her chin began to tremble and she pushed Ella away as if she could distance herself from what she was hearing.

			‘No!’ she cried. ‘No, she can’t have! She’d get well, you said. You promised!’

			‘It isn’t within your sister’s power to promise such things,’ the rector said. ‘It is the Heavenly Father’s will that prevails.’

			Ella’s heart, which felt as if it were being ripped out of her body, seemed suddenly to turn to a block of stone, hard as the rocks that edged her flower garden.

			‘So why do you tell us to pray if it does no good?’ she demanded, her small face ravaged with grief and despair. ‘What’s the point if He doesn’t listen?’

			‘He hears you, my child. And He will comfort you.’

			The rector was well used to uttering such platitudes to grieving members of his flock; they tumbled from his lips without any real conviction. But he had long ago learned to conceal any doubts he might entertain, just as he had learned to control, and hide, the dark urges that sometimes assailed him, and for which he asked forgiveness not from a confessor but, alone in front of the altar of his church, directly from God.

			Assuming his most pious expression, he reached out to lay his hand on Ella’s head, as if imparting a blessing.

			A face peeked around the door. It was Miss Owen, who had been teaching the younger children this afternoon. She had been shocked to learn from Miss Sparks that little Jeannie’s mother was dead – a terrible thing for any child, but especially one as delicate and vulnerable as Jeannie – and as she passed the schoolroom and heard the rector droning on in the voice he used for sermons she had decided she would do what she could to comfort the sisters.

			‘My dears.’ Ignoring the rector, she crossed the room and put an arm round each of the weeping children. ‘Why don’t you two come with me? We’ll find somewhere nice and quiet and sit down for a bit.’

			Dazed, grief-stricken, Ella and Jeannie did as she suggested.

			‘Can we see Mammy, please?

			The thick fug that had dulled Ella’s brain, so that each thought had to be pulled out like a thread through cotton wool, had cleared a little, though her thoughts were still random and disjointed.

			Miss Owen had taken them to an empty office, fetched strong sweet tea and even a bag of biscuits, and stayed with them, offering what comfort she could. Now, at Ella’s request, her brow furrowed above her wire-rimmed spectacles.

			‘I’m not sure that’s a very good idea, Ella.’

			‘Why not?’ Ella’s lips thrust into a stubborn purse. ‘Is she still in the infirmary?’

			‘No, she will have been taken to the mortuary, and that’s no place for children.’

			‘I don’t care where she is,’ Ella said. ‘We want to see her, don’t we, Jeannie?’

			Jeannie nodded, sucking on her thumb.

			‘And could we take her some flowers? We weren’t allowed on Mothering Sunday.’

			Miss Owen shook her head sadly. ‘It’s not for me to say. But are you quite sure you’re ready for this?’ She gave Ella a deep, questioning look, her reservations about the wisdom of this clear in her eyes.

			‘Yes,’ Ella said determinedly. ‘We’re sure.’

			Miss Owen rose, still looking anxious. ‘Then I’ll see what I can do.’

			When she had left the room Jeannie clutched at Ella’s sleeve. ‘What will she look like, Ella?’ Her voice trembled with trepidation.

			‘Like she’s asleep.’

			Ella wasn’t at all sure about it. She’d never seen a dead person, but it was what she’d heard people say. She hoped it was true, and in all honesty she was apprehensive herself. But she couldn’t let them bury Mammy without seeing her one last time.

			At last Miss Owen was back, and both girls raised expectant eyes to her face.

			‘I have permission to take you to the mortuary,’ she said.

			‘And the flowers?’ Ella wasn’t going to let it go.

			‘Not today. It will be dark soon. But you can pick some to lay on her grave when she’s buried.’

			For a brief moment it looked as if Ella was about to argue, then she nodded, apparently satisfied.

			‘Come along then,’ Miss Owen said.

			The mortuary was cold and dank, the air thick with a vile odour that Ella had never smelled before and never wanted to smell again – sickly sweet, with overtones of disinfectant. It made her feel sick again, and she pressed her hand over her mouth and swallowed the bile that rose in her throat. Miss Owen had remained in the corridor outside, handing them into the care of a male orderly, but as they stepped into the cavernous basement room Jeannie tore her hand away from Ella’s and fled, back the way they had come.

			Ella hesitated, wondering if she should go after her. But if she did, she might not be allowed back, and she was desperate to see Mammy. Miss Owen would take care of Jeannie whilst she did what she had to do.

			The orderly led the way across the flagstoned floor, past big wooden tables that were stained like the chopping board Mammy used to use when she was cutting up meat for a stew, to a trestle on which lay an open box. Ella wasn’t tall enough to see inside from here, but her heart was beating an uneven tattoo so it felt as if it was going to leap right out of her chest. Along the way the orderly picked up a stool, and set it alongside the trestle.

			‘You ready then?’ he asked.

			He lifted Ella, his big hands almost circling her waist, and steadied her on the stool.

			Without even realising what she was doing, Ella had closed her eyes. Now, taking a long trembling breath, she opened them.

			The coffin was made of cheap, thin wood, and lined with the same kind of rough material as their bedsheets, and a flimsy lid with Lilah’s name chalked on it rested against the trestle, but Ella noticed none of that. All she could see was Mammy, still and white as a marble statue, with her hands crossed over her chest. Two pennies lay on her eyelids, so that they were hollow copper pools instead of the greeny-blue that Ella and Jeannie had inherited, and her nut-brown hair spread across the thin pillow was still mussed from tossing and turning in her infirmary bed, and dull and lifeless as Lilah herself.

			She doesn’t look as if she’s asleep, Ella thought. She looks . . . as if she’s not really there at all. The body in the cheap coffin was no more Mammy than the workhouse nightgown that was buttoned to her chin.

			But empty shell or not, it was her, or all that was left of her. Tentatively, Ella reached out and touched one of Mammy’s hands, then quickly withdrew it. Cold! So cold! Ella looked away, fighting to control the confused emotions that were not at all what she had expected to feel, and noticed the way the sheet was raised over Mammy’s feet, as if it were hung over the end poles of the clothes horse. This shocked her too.

			‘Had enough, then?’ The orderly’s tone was rough but kindly, and he made to lift Ella down.

			‘No.’ With an effort Ella regained control of herself. ‘I have to tell her something first.’

			The man stood aside. He often talked to the dead himself, alone here in the mortuary.

			‘Go on then.’

			Summoning all her reserves of courage, Ella covered Mammy’s cold hand with her own, and this time it didn’t seem so bad.

			‘Don’t worry, Mammy,’ she said softly. ‘We’ll be all right. And I’ll look after Jeannie, I promise.’

			I know you will. It was as if Mammy had spoken loud and clear inside her head.

			Tears rose in Ella’s throat; determinedly she swallowed them. She didn’t want the orderly to see her cry – and if Mammy was somewhere nearby, watching, she didn’t want her to see them either.

			‘God bless, Mammy,’ she whispered, and with one last look at the marble cast of the mother she loved, she turned to the orderly.

			‘Thank you. I’m ready now,’ she said.

			The burial, such as it was, took place two days later, not just for Lilah, but also an old man who had died the following day.

			Ella and Jeannie, carrying the flowers they had been allowed to gather that morning, followed the coffins to the workhouse cemetery, holding hands tightly, and with Miss Owen walking beside them. Ahead, leading the procession, was Rector Evans, his white surplice billowing in a stiff breeze. Behind him walked the wife of the man who was to be interred. There were no other mourners. The other inmates could have attended if they so wished, but no one did. Though Lilah had been well liked, the bleak ceremony was all too clear a reminder of their own circumstances, and the old rhyme: ‘Rattle his bones, over the stones. He’s only a pauper nobody owns.’

			Fittingly, the sky had clouded over and the first few drops of rain fell as the rector intoned the time-honoured words and tossed a handful of earth on to the cheap wooden box. Not so long ago this had been unconsecrated ground, but now it had been blessed he felt comfortable conducting the last rites in the same way as he would in his own churchyard.

			Miss Owen had suggested the girls should each tug one flower out of their posies and drop it on to the coffin, then place the remainder beside the pile of earth that would be shovelled back into the grave. She nodded to them, indicating that this was the moment. Ella released Jeannie’s hand to do just that, and the cowslip fluttered down and came to rest on the coffin at the very spot she imagined covered Mammy’s heart.

			‘I love you. I always will,’ she whispered, then squeezed Jeannie’s hand. ‘Your turn.’

			But her sister’s face was distorted with anguish, the posy crushed between her tightly fisted hands. She wailed, the most heart-rending sound Ella had ever heard, dashed the posy to the ground, and took to her heels, running as fast as she could across the uneven ground, tufted with weeds, and between the mounds of old graves.

			Miss Owen ran after her, catching her easily when she tripped and fell headlong. Ella looked down once more on the wooden box that contained her mother’s earthly remains.

			‘I have to go, Mammy,’ she said softly. ‘Jeannie needs me.’

			Then she turned away, setting off towards her distraught little sister and hoping she could find some way to comfort her.

			That night, when the lights were put out and the dormitory door closed after the housemistress, Jeannie climbed into Ella’s bed.

			‘Jeannie . . . you shouldn’t . . .’

			But she didn’t have the heart to turn her away, and in any case she wanted her sister close just as Jeannie did. The two girls cuddled together, Jeannie’s tears soaking the neck of Ella’s nightgown, but at last her snuffles quietened – tired out by grief and the horrible events of the day, she had fallen asleep.

			Still
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