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Chapter One

March 1914

‘Disobedient wretch! Show off in the street, would you? I’ll have you punished by the master, you brazen little madam. Do as I say and move on.’

Lily Larkin received another hefty slap on the shoulder that sent her stumbling forward. She steadied herself from the officer’s second blow. She’d barely felt the woman’s first, neither had she heard an initial barked command to get going that had accompanied it. Catching her breath, Lily hurried to catch up with her fellow pupils some yards in front. But her gaze continued to dart to and fro, seeking the wiry figure who had shocked her to a standstill and brought the girl behind crashing into her with a yelp. Nora Clarke had fallen over and Lily could hear her whimpering as the officer dragged her to her feet.

‘What’s up, Lil?’

The hissed question came from a fair-haired girl, wearing an identical shapeless dress, pinafore and ill-fitting boots to Lily’s. The two girls were marching side by side in a troop of students who’d turned out of the local schoolyard to head back to South Grove workhouse in Whitechapel.

‘Nothing’s up … just thought I saw a face I knew. But I was wrong.’ Lily told Margie Blake a lie because the truth was too astonishing and too precious to share even with her best friend. She had seen somebody she knew, and he had seen her.

In fact her twin brother might have been lying in wait on the Mile End Road to catch a glimpse of her. How she had longed for a glimpse of him over the years. She’d thought of him constantly, dreading that his dear features, so like her own, would grow unfamiliar as he turned from boy to youth. She’d stare at her reflection in the spotted mirror in the stone-cold bathhouse while pulling a comb through her washed hair, and imagine Davy with a moustache. But then she’d been told he’d never grow old, never need to shave. She’d been told her brother had perished. But he was alive and she had recognised him straight away. As he had recognised her. He had been gone from Whitechapel for several years but would remember the routine that she – and once he – had followed at the workhouse. The moment their eyes had collided, she’d frozen to the spot before instinctively rushing in his direction. But he’d slipped away into the throng on the pavement, and she had been hauled back into line by the dragon she hated.

Her twin hadn’t intended drawing anybody’s attention, even hers, and Lily regretted having nearly betrayed him. If he was a runaway he’d be punished if caught, then returned to the industrial school for the headmaster to decide his future.

Yet how could it be him if he was supposed to be dead?

The workhouse master and his wife had believed she’d bawl her eyes out and need comforting when they broke the news of the tragic accident that had deprived Lily of her last family member. Instead, she’d shouted at them, incoherent with distress, and had been called an insubordinate, ungrateful wretch in return. Who did she think she was speaking to? The mistress had roared at her, smacking her face and shaking her, making her teeth rattle. Lily had been in such profound shock on learning the ghastly news that she had smacked the woman’s face right back, earning herself more punishment. But Lily hadn’t felt the cane on her legs or the hunger in her belly when she was denied her usual meagre rations, sent to solitary confinement and given gruel.

She had sensed Davy beside her as she lay weeping, waiting for dawn to spill some light into the icy, dark punishment room, which was barely big enough to take a chair, table and the straw pallet on which she slept. She’d dreamt of him warming and comforting her during those interminable black hours. Her brother was no phantom. He was flesh and blood, and she’d just passed within yards of him. Her heart felt as though it might burst through her ribs, such was her joy at discovering the master and mistress had been wrong about Davy Larkin’s fate. She believed they’d been misinformed rather than had deliberately lied. She had some family left, after all; they might be orphans but they had each other. As children they’d been constant companions. Lily had always preferred being with Davy to mixing with school friends. He had been the one more likely to seek out chums to play with. Lily hadn’t begrudged him his freedom, knowing his friends had teased him when his sister acted as his shadow. Davy had also been the more mischievous twin, likely to receive a talking to from his father. Much as Lily had idolised her brother, she’d known Davy had deserved his reprimands too. Nevertheless, she would try to share the blame and the punishment with him, as they shared everything else. She’d do that now too, if need be. They were both of an age to be working. He might have been indentured to an employer and have illegally absconded. Whatever had gone on, she reckoned he had landed himself in some sort of trouble. And she must help him out of it, as she always did.

As she continued plodding along, Lily was aware of the officer watching her and at intervals growling at Nora to shut up snivelling because she’d scraped her knee. Lily felt guilty causing an accident; she’d say sorry later to Nora when they were in the dormitory. For now she must play her meek part and stop herself whooping in delight as exciting plans whizzed crazily in her head. She knew the officer would take a delight in trying to destroy her hopes and dreams of being reunited with Davy.

At her side, Margie was still frowning and giving her inquisitive looks; though bursting to tell her friend her wonderful news, Lily knew she mustn’t until she’d properly thought things through. Her breath was coming so fast that she might have been skipping along rather than trudging in time with the others. Outwardly she appeared as they did: downcast eyes, sullen expression. But beneath her unreadable excitement was anxiety. Her brother relied on her to be the sensible one, and already she was fretting he’d founder without her. She’d a thousand questions to ask about his escape from the fire at the Cuckoo School and his journey back to her.

After years of separation they were again close enough to breathe the same damp City air. The March drizzle had descended suddenly while she’d been doing arithmetic in the classroom. Though cold and shivery in her thin shawl, Lily was glad of the mist. It would give her brother cover if he needed it. An image of him on the last occasion they’d spoken flashed into her mind. She’d climbed the wall at their workhouse, determined to be the one to tell him their mother was dying. She could feel again his sharp bones digging into her palms, and see the tears glittering in his eyes as they’d embraced. She’d insisted he go to the industrial school when he’d spoken of remaining close to their mother until the end. She’d no longer have to bear the guilt of persuading him to go away, and that felt wonderful. Something bad had happened to him at the Cuckoo School, though, and she hoped he would forgive her for sending him to it. He’d returned to rescue her just as he’d promised. He’d have to bide his time before visiting the workhouse and applying to discharge her. The master would want proof that Davy Larkin had employment and the means to provide for his underage sister. The fact that the master believed her brother to be dead was another obstacle to her liberty. But Lily refused to let any pitfalls deject her; soon she and Davy would be building a little home together. And things would be all right again.

‘You’ll be sorry for making a spectacle of yourself, Larkin, I’ll make sure of it.’

Lily jumped as she was rudely jerked out of her thoughts. The threat had been issued close to her ear as she passed through the open gates of the workhouse. Lily raised her chin but kept quiet. Over the long years she’d been an inmate of South Grove, she’d learned to despise her enemies in private. She hadn’t liked Harriet Fox from the start, yet the woman seemed nastier than ever.

The line of girls began filing into the northern wing of the workhouse where female inmates were housed, away from the men on the southern side. Once within its walls, the group dispersed quickly and quietly through long, sour-smelling corridors. Some of the girls headed to the sewing room to join those mending and sorting rags. Anything at all that might be salvaged  – buttons, hooks and braid – were cut off to be reused or sold. The money raised was put towards the cost of their keep, Lily imagined, as none of them ever saw a farthing for working their fingers to the bone. Other girls would be rostered to help their elders press and fold the vast amount of washing that had dried earlier in the week. Then, in an hour, it would be time to congregate in the dining hall, to sit silently at wooden trestle tables and be given a pint of milk porridge and five ounces of bread for supper. When first at the workhouse, Lily could barely stomach the food, even though she’d been starving hungry. The memory of her mother’s fare, even simple snacks like toast and dripping, was a distant one now, though, and she ate every scrap of the meagre rations put before her at mealtimes.

She made to follow Margie in the direction of the sewing room, but a pinching grip on her arm brought her up short.

‘You can stay right where you are, Larkin. You’re coming with me to the master’s office to explain yourself,’ Harriet Fox snorted. ‘Damned wretch, deliberately causing a rumpus and pretending to run off!’

‘I didn’t … it wasn’t deliberate!’ Lily protested, attempting to free her elbow. ‘I jumped out of line ’cos … I didn’t want to fall down meself. There were loose cobbles.’ It was a silly lie and had just tumbled out because her mind was still on Davy. Lily reckoned she’d have to continue with it now; she’d nothing better to offer, after all. ‘I didn’t want to rick me ankle in a pothole and miss school tomorrow. We’ve got a spelling test. Later I’ll apologise to Nora for what happened.’

‘What are you gawping at, Blake? Get to the sewing room and move that needle as fast as you can.’ Harriet cast a sneering look at the lame hand that Margie was concealing in the folds of her skirt. The girl was conscious of her disability, but Harriet took every opportunity to bring it to everybody’s attention.

Behind Miss Fox’s back, Lily pulled a face, letting Margie know that the spiteful cow wasn’t worth getting upset over. It seemed to brighten Margie up because she smiled at the flagged floor before hurrying off.

‘You’re a liar as well as a show-off, aren’t you, Larkin?’ Harriet turned back to Lily with a triumphant smirk. There’d been no pothole to jump over, and all it would take was a walk back down the Mile End Road to prove it. ‘You don’t need school spelling tests. You’re a dunce and no amount of extra learning will change that. Hard graft to knock the defiance out of you is what you need. And it’s long overdue.’ Harriet resentfully knew that the girl wasn’t a dunce. Lily Larkin was a gifted student and had been shown favouritism because of it. It was time to end that, in Harriet’s view.

The medical room was situated on the same corridor as the master’s office to which Lily was being rapidly propelled. Before Harriet could bang on her boss’s door, a young man in a white coat appeared in the corridor. Adam Reeve had been employed as South Grove’s medical officer for several years and had taken an interest in Lily’s education. Unlike his boss, he saw the point in encouraging bright children to learn and better themselves rather than regarding them all as fodder for labour in factories and kitchens.

‘What’s going on here, Miss Fox?’ Adam Reeve started towards them. Meeting Lily’s large blue eyes he gave her a sympathetic look.

‘Nothing that need concern you, sir,’ Harriet snapped back. He’d poked his nose in before and got the girl undeserved leniency.

‘I’ll be the judge of that, thank you. Is Lily Larkin in trouble?’

‘Oh, yes. She’s started a commotion in the street trying to run away, and caused another inmate to suffer an injury.’

‘I wasn’t running away, honest … I just—’

‘Hold your tongue!’ Harriet gave her captive’s arm a shake. She wasn’t sure why a man like Reeve had such a soft spot for the girl. But she knew why some of the other male staff showed an interest in Lily Larkin. She was developing fast. Unlike some of the other scrawny scraps of her age, Lily had blossomed into a pretty adolescent. Her mother had been a good-looking woman, despite the careworn lines etched into her face and the premature grey in her dark hair. Whenever Harriet thought of the late Maude Larkin, she resented Lily even more.

On hearing a barked command to enter, Harriet pushed Lily into the master’s office, then made to shut the door in Adam Reeve’s face. He thwarted her by placing a heavy hand on it and determinedly following her in.

‘Beg pardon, Mr Stone, but I’ve bad behaviour to report.’ Harriet thrust Lily forward in emphasis.

A baggy-faced fellow sprang up from behind his desk, clearly annoyed that a crowd had descended upon him just as he was enjoying tea and buns with his family. His wife remained seated in her chair. Harriet was pleased to see the matron with her husband, knowing she had an ally. Mrs Stone had no more liking for any Larkin than Harriet had herself. But there was another gentleman in the room, and he had recently been showing an interest in Lily as she grew more like her mother in looks. Harriet had been keeping a close eye on her boyfriend. She gave him a private smile but barely received a flicker of acknowledgement back. With a mutter for his parents, Ben Stone picked up his hat from the edge of the desk and quit the office.

‘Explain yourself, Larkin.’ Mrs Stone was wiping crumbs from her mouth with one hand and reaching for the punishment book on her husband’s desk with the other.

‘I’ve done nothing wrong, m’m. Nothing on purpose, anyway.’ Lily was still bubbling with emotion after seeing Davy and her reply sounded unintentionally flippant.

Bertha Stone pursed her lips. ‘Let’s have your version of what’s gone on, Miss Fox.’ She jerked her head at Harriet.

Harriet immediately made a meal of describing the disturbance, and the attention it had drawn from bystanders. With a flourish of her own skirt, she added that Nora Clarke’s clothing had got torn, knowing that the master would prick up his ears. Uniforms cost money, and Mr Stone liked to keep his accounts showing a good profit. Impressing the Board of Guardians with his efficiency kept them from poking their noses too far into his business. The master got furious if people in the neighbourhood witnessed inmates’ troublemaking. Any report of it reaching his masters would bring inspectors to his door.

‘The culprit can give the other girl her own skirt and patch the damaged one to wear herself.’ The master thumped a palm on the desk making the tea tray rattle. He flapped the same hand to shoo them out.

Harriet flushed angrily. She’d expected more punishment to be dispensed than a bit of sewing. Mrs Stone’s expression hardened too. She knew her husband was always shifty when Lily Larkin was brought face to face with him. Well, today he could squirm and suffer her presence. If Bertha had had her way, every one of the Larkins would have been gone from here by now.

‘Disorderly and refractory conduct cannot be tolerated or it will spread.’ She glared at her husband. ‘An example needs to be made of Larkin.’

Lily knew that speech meant she wasn’t going to get away with a telling off and some needlework. Adam Reeve usually stuck up for her when she got into trouble. She hoped he would now, though he’d hardly spoken so far. He was the kindest fellow she had ever known, and she included her late father in that judgement. In the early days Charlie Larkin had been a lovely man, but those memories were all but buried beneath what came after.

A reluctance to lose touch with Adam was one of the reasons Lily hadn’t fled from South Grove. Many times, when outside she’d been tempted to bolt into a crowd of normal people hurrying about their business. She was determined the workhouse’s pitiless regime would not break her spirit as it had that of others. The building was filled with souls who’d given up hope of ever leaving. And how they expressed their despair! The howl that erupted from their throats still had the power to chill Lily, though she must have heard it a thousand times. That eerie noise would echo in her memory until she died.

‘What caused you to step out of line, Lily?’ Adam asked mildly.

Lily gathered her thoughts and quietly repeated what she’d said earlier about the potholes. She couldn’t go back on it though she hated fibbing to him. She hadn’t fooled him; she could see the disappointment in his eyes.

‘She’s a liar as well as a troublemaker,’ Harriet crowed. ‘Every girl close by witnessed what she did. Larkin needs discipline and to be found employment. She’s wilful and spoilt from being allowed to idle at school for far too long.’

Harriet Fox claimed to be a trained nurse, yet had obviously received little education, and was jealous of those brighter than herself. Adam guessed she was probably the daughter of a handywoman who’d picked up the rudiments of nursing and midwifery from her mother. Workhouse employment was low paid and unpleasant. Masters asked applicants few questions and took who they could get in the way of staff. He was an example of such indifference himself. It was a mystery how Harriet Fox had risen to be a supervisor, though. It was common knowledge that she was Ben Stone’s lover, but that wasn’t the reason Harriet had been favoured by the master. Adam had overheard Mr and Mrs Stone talking about their dislike for the woman who considered herself to be their future daughter-in-law.

‘If Nora Clarke is injured, why isn’t she waiting outside my door for treatment?’ Adam found a pertinent question to ask.

‘Larkin’s punishment should be dealt with first,’ Harriet snapped at him for bringing that up. Nora just had a graze that needed a wash.

‘Enough of this.’ Mr Stone pushed himself to his feet as his two employees locked glares. The Larkin family had been a trial from the moment they had arrived. In the receiving ward they’d undergone a routine of being bathed and shorn and clothed in uniform, as were all new inmates. Thereafter families were separated. Men and women – even those who were married – boys and girls all taken in different directions.

Maude Larkin had been a force to be reckoned with, especially protective of her snivelling son. Her fierce daughter had been made of hardier stuff, and still was. William Stone knew she was watching him now with those deep blue eyes that seemed to dig into him. ‘A day’s reduced rations and solitary confinement for Larkin, and Reeve can look at the injured girl if he will.’

‘Reduced rations?’ Adam spat. ‘The diet here is barely adequate as it is. Children need sufficient nourishment. A lack leads to disease. If consumption takes hold again, it’ll go through the wards like wildfire.’ He strode forward, planting his fists on his hips.

‘She’s not a child any more.’ Bertha Stone continued writing her husband’s orders in the punishment book. ‘Larkin is not to be shown any further favouritism. I fear that our benevolence towards her has been abused. She will be disciplined then found employment.’ Bertha replaced the book on the desk, then hoisted her girth from her chair, mirroring the medical officer’s aggressive stance.

‘When are you fourteen, Larkin?’ The master avoided eye contact with the girl, thumping his pen repeatedly on the blotter.

Lily knew school for her was finished and that they were planning to send her to slave away in a scullery. Yesterday that would have felt like a death sentence. But not now. Davy was more important than school or Adam Reeve or her friend Margie. She felt guilty to be leaving Margie behind, but Davy was her flesh and blood … all she had left of her family. Though she’d not spoken to him in years, she ached with love for her twin brother and would always put him first. She didn’t care what job she got. Once outside, she intended to immediately abscond from it anyway, and find Davy. Together they would muddle along somehow. They had to, now they knew what the alternative was; they were never again entering a workhouse. ‘I’m fifteen, sir,’ Lily answered when reminded to do so by Harriet’s elbow in her ribs.

That admission made William Stone stare at her in shock. The girl didn’t look fifteen, but it was hard to tell sometimes whether the emaciated humanity that infested the building was aged twelve or twenty – not that he paid any of them much attention. ‘It is high time you were providing for yourself then. There are individuals far more deserving of shelter here than a healthy fifteen year old.’

‘Lily Larkin is exceptionally bright and that’s quite extraordinary considering who she is and where she is,’ Adam argued. ‘You know very well she helps out as a clerk and that has saved the Whitechapel Union the cost of a salary. Her continuing further education should be put before the Board for discussion. A shining example of a workhouse child achieving exemplary heights is just what is needed to promote South Grove and other such institutions. By the time she is sixteen she will be equipped with a handful of higher education certificates and ready for a clerical position in an office.’

Lily sent him a startled look. She didn’t want to further her education now, or be a shining example with a handful of certificates. It was too late for any of that. She wanted to be with Davy. That was all that was important, and she was sure if her mother could speak to her, she’d agree.

William Stone knew that the medical officer was right: Larkin was bright as a button and of use
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Prologue

Late August 1910

‘Is she as scrawny as a newborn should be? The major mustn’t suspect a thing or I’ll be out on my ear. I’m not stumping up cash for her if she won’t pass muster.’

‘She’s very small and appears to be only hours old, m’m.’ The elder of the two women had pulled back an edge of grubby wool to gaze at a tiny crinkled face still smeared with vernix. The infant was so pale and still that she could have been a corpse, but the baby pedlar who’d brought her into the house had assured them she wasn’t. Vera Priest stroked a minuscule cold hand. She gave a satisfied nod as the scrap of humanity responded to her touch by curling some fragile fingers.

‘I’d better have a look at my daughter then.’ The younger woman had been carrying on this conversation while styling her long auburn hair at the mirror. She discarded the brush on the mantelpiece and came to inspect her purchase. Having gazed with faint distaste at the swaddled infant, she drew a finger through its downy hair, then wiped the digit on her skirt. ‘Well she is fair like him, so that’s something. She’ll have to do. If you deliver a letter to his club, the major will be by tomorrow for a look at his daughter. He won’t part with another penny until he’s seen the evidence his bastard’s arrived. It’s not a boy, so he’ll be disappointed. But there we are.’ She shrugged her silk-clad shoulders.

Vera suspected the major would be disappointed thinking his by-blow had drawn breath, but she kept that to herself. The distinguished fellow had not been happy when his mistress had told him she was pregnant. She’d subsequently miscarried, but he’d never been advised of it. By then he’d found himself a new fancy piece. His cast-off had been determined to get what she saw as her due. A meal ticket for the foreseeable future was in the offing for as long as he believed he’d fathered a child with her.

He was an honourable man and shouldered his responsibilities, however unwelcome, so Major Beresford had assured his ex-paramour through gritted teeth. His hoity-toity wife might contest his good opinion of himself, though, should she discover a regular stop-off point on his way home from chairing the Board of Guardians meetings. He made out that he went to his club in St James’s for a nightcap; Cheapside was where he actually headed, because that was where he housed his lady friends.

‘Is Mrs Jolley still here?’ A noise from beyond the door had drawn their attention from the motionless bundle.

‘She is, m’m.’ Vera knew why Jolley had reminded them of her presence by banging the hall chair against the wainscot. ‘She insists on being paid before she leaves. I did ask her to meet me tomorrow, somewhere away from here, to quickly get rid of her. She wouldn’t have it, though, and said she’d wait.’

‘I’d rather get the dratted woman settled up now. Her sort can make a nuisance of themselves. I shan’t give her an excuse to come back again.’

While her employer went into the hallway, Vera was left holding the baby. She tiptoed closer to the door to peep through an aperture and watch the transaction. Twelve pounds was counted out in one-pound notes and handed over. Then there was a brief conversation between the two. Vera was about to turn away when she heard Mrs Jolley mention the name of the child’s mother. Vera pressed closer to the door, her jaw dropping and her eyes growing round as she listened. Mrs Larkin had been a respectable widow, fallen on hard times, who’d passed away in childbirth in the Whitechapel workhouse infirmary. Mrs Jolley had decided to stress her credentials and assure her customer she’d only sell a baby of good blood. Not that she needed to go to the trouble. Betsy Finch would’ve taken a piglet in a blanket if she knew she could pass it off as her lover’s illegitimate offspring and maintain her nice lifestyle.

Mrs Jolley said her fulsome thanks and a goodbye. A moment later Betsy came back into the room. ‘You will find a wet nurse for the creature, won’t you, Vera?’

‘I will, m’m,’ Vera said, licking her parched lips. ‘Did Mrs Jolley say the mother’s name was Larkin?’

‘I think that was the name she mentioned … poor old stick pegged out having this one.’ Betsy shuddered. ‘Glad I didn’t have to go through it. Buying a kid is so much easier.’ She giggled, starting to brush her hair again, then pinning it up into an elegant bun. ‘I’ll be bloody glad when I can stop hiding away and go out again now the deed’s done.’

‘Did Mrs Jolley say if it was Maude Larkin in the workhouse?’

‘Don’t think I heard more than Larkin mentioned.’ Betsy turned around, frowning. ‘Why, you don’t know the poor cow, do you?’

‘Just a name from the past,’ Vera said. ‘It jogged my memory. All forgotten now.’ In fact Vera had never met Maude, but a while ago she’d been acquainted with the woman’s husband. She’d overheard Charles Larkin speak affectionately about his wife. Vera had felt sorry for Charlie when his world fell apart because he fell prey to a vixen, masquerading as a respectable lady. At least Betsy Finch was honest about who she was, even if she did intend pulling the wool over the major’s eyes about this pathetic orphan.

‘Well, what are we going to call this little perisher?’ Betsy sighed, sending the baby an aggravated stare.

Vera uncovered the mite’s face again, seeing that her eyes were open, staring at her. She searched the baby’s features for a likeness and persuaded herself she’d found it. ‘How about Charlotte?’ Vera said. ‘I think that name would suit.’

January 1915

‘Fine sodding New Year this is going to be!’

‘What is it, m’m?’ Vera called out, having heard her increasingly foul-mouthed mistress ranting in the front parlour. Since she’d been abandoned by her high-born lover, Betsy had let her standards slip.

Not long ago the letterbox had chimed as the postman used it. Usually Vera would collect the letters from the mat, but Charlotte had been coughing and she’d been rubbing the little girl’s back. Vera took her hand to lead her down the stairs. ‘Come and say good morning to your mama, my dear.’

They entered the parlour to find Betsy Finch with a piece of paper shaking in her rigid fingers. ‘The bleeding bastard’s only gawn and died on me!’

‘Mind your tongue! I’ll take Charlotte back to her room, then we can talk.’ Vera had rebuked her employer before about the language she used in front of the child. At one time Betsy would’ve slapped her servant down. Now, she couldn’t be bothered, having either been at the rum, or be feeling the effects of it. Her first boyfriend had been a sailor and she’d developed a taste for his tipple.

When Vera returned, having settled the little girl on her bed with some toys, she found Betsy sitting in an armchair with her elbows dug into her lap and her head in her hands.

Vera retrieved the paper that had been screwed up and hurled to the floor. She already had an idea of the bad news the letter might contain. Having flattened it enough to read it, she felt her heart sink on being proved right. The major had been killed in action in France. At Ypres. Vera was thankful that at least his commanding officer had responded to their enquiry. Perhaps he’d had other such letters from desperate females petitioning for news of their ‘dear close acquaintance Major Beresford’ as he’d not been in touch for a long while.

Her mistress could feel satisfied that the unpaid allowance, the long silence, hadn’t been an intentional snub as she had suspected. Vera knew men better than the younger woman did, though she’d only had a close relationship with her late husband. Betsy had never sought intimacy with a fellow’s mind … just another part of his anatomy and his wallet. Vera had tried to persuade her mistress that the major was a creature of habit and something other than spite had caused his regular payments to suddenly stop.

‘Well, you know what this means, don’t you?’ Betsy scrubbed her eyes with a hanky and pursed her lips. ‘We’re both out on our arses, and the kid too.’

Vera could get another live-in position as a general domestic. But her mistress had only one quality, and it wasn’t as attractive as once it had been. When Vera had started working for Betsy Finch five years ago, the girl had been a vivacious good-looker of twenty-four. It had been easy to see how she’d caught the major’s eye. Now she was embittered and appeared older than her years due to heavy drinking and keeping bad company. Betsy had been supplementing her allowance from the major by ‘seeing gentlemen’, although to give her her due she hadn’t started doing that until he had put her off. When too pie-eyed to know what she was doing she sometimes brought one of the punters home with her. Thankfully it had been a rare occurrence. But Betsy wasn’t as discreet as she needed to be – hence her suspecting the major had sussed her out and cut off his funding.

Over the years he had turned up a handful of times to see his ‘daughter’. The first time had been just after the child arrived, to satisfy himself there indeed was one. His last visit had been several months ago, when he’d appeared on the doorstep looking smart in his army uniform. He’d patted Charlotte on the head, asked if she could write her name and read some words – both of which she could, courtesy of Vera having spent time teaching the four year old her numbers and letters. Betsy had received scant attention during his brief stay, and she’d brooded on it afterwards. She’d not boasted since that she could lure him back if she really wanted to. He’d always turned up unannounced, convincing his ex-lover that it was a strategy to catch her out in wrongdoing so he could cut ties with her and remove the child to a foster mother.

‘What will you do now, m’m?’ Vera asked. Once Betsy had attracted high rollers; now it was spivs on the make. Two had attempted to take her ‘under their wings’. She had resisted allowing a ponce to handle her earnings. In return she had received several right-handers. The last had left her with a faint scar across her top lip.

Despite her mistress’s deplorable ways, Vera had some loyalty and affection for Betsy. Not as much as she had for Charlotte, though. To all intents and purposes, the child was Betsy’s daughter, and Vera feared for the little girl’s future now this had happened. Having received no reply to her question, she repeated it.

‘Dunno … thinking … ’ Betsy snapped.

‘A proper job, perhaps in a dress shop might suit you, being as you’re so stylish.’ Vera tried flattery. ‘You’ve some lovely outfits to wear to interviews.’

‘Ain’t considering that sort of job.’ Betsy snorted. ‘I’ll barely make rent. I’ll have to go and see Mikey.’

‘Why? Do you want another punch in the face?’ Vera asked dryly.

‘Don’t need no lectures off you.’ Betsy pointed a finger. ‘I can’t pay you wages now the money’s run out, so you might as well start packing. The bailiffs will be on their way soon enough. Rent’s due again.’

Vera knew that was true; she’d fielded the tallyman when he’d turned up at the door last week. ‘I’ll pack Charlotte’s things in with yours.’ Vera turned to go but hesitated in leaving the room. She hated the idea of the child being stuck with a woman who showed her neither care nor attention. In four years, Betsy had barely acknowledged the small person she’d to thank for keeping a roof over her head. She’d only put some effort into the sham of being a mother when the major showed his face. Other than that, Betsy left her servant to attend to Charlotte’s needs. Vera had never been able to persuade her mistress to read the little girl a story, or tuck her in at night.

‘Once I find myself a position, I’ll pay a visit and look after her as often as I can to give you a break.’ Vera yearned to offer to keep Charlotte, but couldn’t. A female domestic with a child in tow was unemployable.

‘I won’t need a break from her.’ Betsy got up from her chair with an air of finality. ‘She won’t be coming with me. It’s the kiss of death being saddled with a brat in my line of work. If you can’t have her, she’ll have to go back where she came from.’ Betsy snatched the letter from Vera’s hands with a curse and threw it on to the fire. ‘That’s the end of him, and it’s the end of us, Vera. We’ve been a good team, but it’s time to go our separate ways.’ She went to the sideboard and emptied the depleted bottle of rum into a tumbler. ‘I have got one last job for you, though. Pack up the kid’s things then take her back to Mrs Jolley. She’ll have to find someone else to take the girl. Somebody’ll bite at a pretty little stray with fair hair.’ Betsy dispatched the rum in two fast swallows, smacking her lips and slamming down the empty glass. ‘Whatever you do, though, don’t bring her back here, because I’ll be gone.’




Chapter One

September 1915

‘I can’t talk business with a woman, ducks!’ Rory Scully emphasised the idea was absurd by whacking his flat cap against his thigh and exploding in laughter. ‘Especially not one as young as you. Where’s your boss? I’ll deal with Mr Wilding.’

Scully crossed his arms over his broad chest, eyeing the girl up and down. She looked about seventeen and had a tumble of chestnut-brown waves framing her lovely face, but his gaze soon shifted to her figure. She might be young but she was luscious, and he could understand what that randy hound saw in her. She was no shy pushover, though, and was regarding him now with a challenging glint in a pair of gloriously blue eyes.

‘Is the gaffer due back soon?’ Scully tucked his cap beneath an arm. He’d removed it on entering Wilding’s costermonger premises. It was only a token civility; he’d nothing nice in mind.

‘In about three weeks’ time, with any luck. You’d better take a seat if you’re intending to wait for him.’

Lily Larkin’s tone was ironic, but she gave the fellow a smile. He wasn’t the first man to swagger in to the warehouse and treat her as the hired help. Not so long ago she had been a costermonger’s apprentice clerk, taking orders. But not now. Since the man she loved had gone to France to fight, she was running his market business with the help of her friends and colleagues.

Scully turning up and demanding to see Gregory had brought him to the forefront of her mind … not that Lily needed much of a reminder. He was constantly in her thoughts, despite the problems piling up. Scully wanted to see Gregory Wilding, did he? Well, not as much as she did!

‘Where is the skiver then … off on his holidays?’ Scully put on a good show of seeming surprised. ‘Getting idle in his old age, is he?’

‘What do you want, Mr Scully?’ Something about him jarred on Lily; and it wasn’t just his assumption that she was too young and dumb to discuss business with him. She sensed he wasn’t all he was making out to be. Most people who knew Gregory Wilding were aware by now that he’d enlisted and gone overseas.

‘I want to make your boss an offer he can’t refuse.’ Scully perched on the edge of Lily’s desk, forcing her to sit back in the chair to keep at a decent distance. ‘And I’d like to make you one at the same time, but reckon I might get my face slapped if I did.’

‘You’ll get more than that when the guv’nor gets back and finds out you’ve been trying it on with his gel.’ Bobby Smith had just come into the warehouse, unseen.

Lily stood up, signalling that she was fine, but it didn’t stop her workmate eyeing the visitor with hard suspicion. Bobby knew his sort: all big mouth and big ideas and not much to back it up. He looked the part of a successful coster, though: sturdy rig-out and healthy tan from having been outdoors in summer sun. He was mid-twenties, Bobby guessed, of medium height and muscular. His biceps bulged beneath his shirt, as he crossed his arms then cocked his head in a mocking sort of way. Bobby would have liked to bash the smirk off his chops.

‘You’ve got a sidekick helping you, have you, love?’ Scully’s calculated condescension turned Bobby red.

‘Smudger’s my right-hand man.’ Lily introduced Bobby Smith by the nickname everybody used. ‘Now, we’ve got stocktaking to do, so if you’ve said all you want to …’

‘Oh, I haven’t even started, ducks.’ Scully’s tone had changed. He wasn’t playing now. ‘I’m looking to buy a premises to expand my market business.’ He leisurely budged off the desk. ‘At present I’ve got a nice concern going over the other side of the water, but I want to come this way and build my little empire.’

‘This place isn’t for sale.’ Lily cut to the chase to get rid of him.

‘Everything’s for sale, love.’ He gave her a lewd look. ‘If the price is right. Your guv’nor understands that. When you’re older and more clued up, you will too.’ He nodded at the Primus stove on the shelf with some cups set neatly close by. ‘Now, how about you make us a nice cup of tea and we can have a chat about things.’

Lily knew he was out to rile her, so she simply put her hands on her hips and gave him an old-fashioned look.

Scully chuckled at her defiance. Wilding certainly knew how to attract talent. His preference had been for blondes, so perhaps this one was just an employee. The chivalrous pal might be trying to protect her by calling her the boss’s girl. Wilding was known for wiping up waifs and strays, and it’d paid off; the astute sod had prospered through it. Scully had heard he’d taken on a clerk and had assumed it to be another grateful youth who’d toe the line. Wilding must have lost his wits to volunteer, leaving ragamuffins running his depot … or so Scully had thought, and he hadn’t been alone. But now he’d met them he’d changed his tune. These two weren’t timid little wretches. They were strong and confident.

‘Person could die o’ thirst in here,’ Scully mournfully said. ‘Come on, rattle them cups ’n’ saucers and tell me yer name.’

Smudger took a threatening step forward, getting het up that the fellow wouldn’t leave. Lily defused the situation, saying lightly, ‘I’m Lily Larkin but, like I said, nothing here is for sale. I’m old enough to know that.’ She extended a hand for Scully to shake. She might not like him, but it was in her nature to be polite, even to patronising Jack-the-lads. She jerked her fingers from his grip. ‘Sorry, not making tea ’cos we’re too busy to stop. I’ll let Mr Wilding know you called when he’s back on furlough.’

The planked door of the warehouse swung open and a fair-haired young woman walked in, swinging a shopping bag. ‘Got the stuff for tea; they had a few custard creams left …’ Margie Blake fell quiet on noticing the visitor.

‘Good … we’ll have those when we get home,’ Lily said smoothly before Scully again invited himself to join the party.

‘Custard creams, eh? My favourite.’ Scully insolently doffed his cap to her before flipping it on to his head. ‘Blimey … there’s quite a contingent keeping Wilding’s open for business then.’ He looked Margie over, aware she had shoved a crippled hand out of sight behind her back when he paid attention to her. Apart from that blemish, she was another nice-looking lass.

‘Unless I can sell you some fruit and veg or rent you a barrow, I’ll say good day.’ Lily wasn’t giving him tea and biscuits, though she was gasping for a cuppa herself.

Scully sauntered to the door then turned about to assess the trio. Smudger looked the eldest, but Lily Larkin was the one with the savvy and would be the nut to crack. The fair-haired girl he dismissed as no trouble whatsoever. Scully gave the warehouse another glance. A place like this in a prime spot in Poplar was just what he wanted, and he wouldn’t get a better chance of a crafty strike while Wilding was off the scene. He stopped his eyes roaming over the stacked equipment with an acquisitive glint. They were all watching him, but the smart girl got his foxy smile. The little cow was reading his thoughts about taking it all, lock, stock and barrel … including having her into the bargain. ‘You remind me to your guv’nor, won’t you, now? And let him know I’ll be back for that chat.’ He sniffed, rubbing a finger beneath his nose. “Course … if he’s unlucky and don’t come back, then it’ll be me ’n’ you having that talk, Lily Larkin. You’ll wish you’d offered me that cup o’ tea then, love, eh?’

‘Oh, he’ll be back, and I’ll tell him what you said, don’t you worry about that,’ Lily replied through gritted teeth, hating Scully for playing on her fears for Greg’s safety. She wanted to slap him down for being too familiar and using her name, but bit her tongue. He was itching for her to backchat him. It would give him a reason to hang around, so she turned her back on him.

Bobby put a boot against the swinging door, slamming it into the frame to let Scully know he was glad to be shot of him.

‘He’s full of himself. Didn’t like him one little bit. Do you know Rory Scully, Smudger?’

‘Never heard the name, but he does put me in mind of somebody; can’t think who at the moment. Guv’nor probably knows him. Ain’t many people in this game who’ve escaped his notice.’

‘Said the wrong thing, did I?’ Margie started unpacking the shopping bag with her left hand. Her right had deformed fingers that made her clumsy.

“Course not …’ Lily lit the Primus and put the kettle on. ‘He was just having a nose around and thought he could wangle a cup of tea while he did so.’

Margie Blake was Lily’s best friend … a friendship that had been forged when they’d both been inmates of South Grove workhouse in Whitechapel. Margie had started working at Wilding’s a few months ago and kept the accounts books up to date. She could write nicely with her left hand and had received a good schooling in English and arithmetic, as had Lily.

Previously Lily had been the clerk, but now she and Smudger shared the management of the place. They were responsible for the buying of stock at Spitalfields and Billingsgate and operated a market stall, selling produce six days a week. The workforce at Wilding’s had halved since the war started. To make up numbers, a neighbour’s school-leaver son had been roped in to take out a barrow on street rounds. Joey Robley was a strapping lad for thirteen and had no trouble pushing a loaded barrow. But he was green when it came to dealing with shrewd housewives wanting something for nothing, or when fending off rivals poaching on his patch. Joey did his best, but the business could do with a mature recruit who’d take no nonsense. And Lily reckoned she knew just the person … if Fanny Miller was willing to give street trading another go.

The previous year, Lily, Margie and Fanny had been partners in a small business selling household goods door to door. Though they’d enthusiastically thrown themselves into it, it had foundered due to their inexperience and lack of cash to invest. They were all older and wiser now, and Wilding’s was showing a healthy profit, though not as much as when Gregory had been running the show. Lily didn’t want to let him down and was determined to improve the takings.

‘I parked our van up round the corner.’ Bobby had gone to the door to watch their unwanted visitor departing on a horse and cart. ‘You all right, Lil?’ She was frowning and nibbling at her thumbnail. ‘Ain’t worried about that prat, are you?’ He approached the desk and dropped some purchase invoices on to its top, then put a comforting arm about her shoulders. ‘All gob that one. S’pose you could write and tell the guv’nor, though, just in case his leave gets cancelled like it did last time. Guv’nor’ll let us know how he wants us to play it if Scully shows his face again.’

Bobby Smith had an unrequited yen for Lily. He’d liked her from the moment the guv’nor had turned up with his new clerk. Though looking thin and bedraggled and younger than her years in her workhouse uniform, Lily Larkin had soon shown she possessed the spirit of a lioness. In Bobby’s eyes, her only fault was her tendency to mother her twin brother and tolerate his mistakes – and there had been many. But Davy Larkin was now a boy soldier on the Western Front and, though Bobby reckoned Davy mad to have gone, he also privately thought the separation of brother and sister would do them both good.

‘I’m not worried about Scully … he’s just blowing hot air.’ Lily was still brooding over his spiteful remark. She prayed every night that her boyfriend and her brother were keeping safe. That was why she wouldn’t write and distract Gregory with news of Scully’s visit when he needed to concentrate on doing his job. Please God, he’d soon be home on leave and they could talk. ‘Let’s have that tea. Then Marge and me will have a tot-up of the takings when Joey gets back with the barrow. Hope he’s sold out and not had any trouble today.’

Joey had come back a few weeks ago with a black eye, when the Burdett Road boys tried to muscle in on his round. Bobby had had to work the patch with him for a while to show the interlopers that Wilding’s wasn’t giving ground. Lily had run the market stall with just one-handed Margie’s help, and they’d all pitched in doing the accounts in the evening. ‘It’s high time I caught up with Fanny Miller; she’s just the person Joey needs to help him out. Wonder if she’ll take the job?’ Fanny wouldn’t take any nonsense off lairy lads.

‘She will if she’s still stuck in that bloody rag shop; you know she hates it,’ Margie piped up. ‘I’ll come on a visit to Fanny with you.’ Margie upended the boiling kettle, pouring steaming water into the teapot. ‘I’d love to see little Ronny again. Wonder how he is?’

‘Not so little, I reckon.’ Lily smiled, remembering Fanny’s sturdy son. The boy had accompanied them on their street round when no childminder could be found to care for him during the day. Lily and Margie had become like surrogate mums to Ronny, taking turns to pacify him or change his nappy if Fanny was busy with customers. ‘I expect he’s up on his feet and might even be talking by now. Can’t wait to see him.’

They gathered round the desk and tucked into their tea and biscuits. Lily had almost forgotten about Scully as she dwelled on a much-anticipated chat with Fanny. But not quite … his leering face was still hovering at the back of her mind.

‘How about we go this Sunday to see Fanny?’ Margie suggested.

‘Can’t do it this weekend … already got something planned,’ Lily said.

The other two looked expectantly at her.

‘There’s a place in Bloomsbury that I’ve not visited yet. It might have a record of my sister.’ Lily sounded excited and showed them two sets of crossed fingers before sipping at her tea.

Bobby and Margie gave her sympathetic smiles, then turned their attention to the plate of biscuits, saying no more on the subject. At intervals they glanced at Lily, lost now in thoughts of family, not friends.

Both of these friends, in their hearts, believed that Lily should give up chasing a lost cause. Every time she came back from an orphanage none the wiser, she would be down in the dumps for days. But Bobby and Margie adored her too much to make her sad by telling her she was wasting her time and prolonging her own agony, looking for a child that had probably died long ago.




Chapter Two

Bloomsbury, London

‘Your half-sister will be fortunate to have survived such early disadvantages, Miss Larkin.’ The matron of the Foundling Hospital gazed at her visitor over her clasped, capable-looking hands.

‘I imagine so … but why did you mention it?’ On the opposite side of the desk, Lily sat forward in her chair. The matron had sounded sympathetic, rather too sympathetic. ‘Have you seen something worrying in that book? Has my sister died in this place?’ Lily’s voice had sharpened in anxiety. She cocked her head trying to read the writing on the page of the open ledger.

‘Please don’t upset yourself, Miss Larkin. I have searched entries for the date you gave but not come across a likely girl, living or deceased.’ The matron closed the book. ‘I’m simply bringing to your attention that infants who have suffered a poor start in life are more susceptible to nasty childhood diseases.’

‘Oh … of course … I understand.’ Lily relaxed slightly, removing her white-knuckled fingers from the edge of the desk. She couldn’t deny that this particular infant had suffered bad luck from her first breath. She’d been premature and her mother had passed away giving birth to her, but Lily refused to believe her half-sister was doomed. She was determined to find out what had happened to the little girl, though she had nothing to go on other than a description of her as fair-haired and feeble. Be that as it may, having won the struggle to exist, Lily believed the baby would have battled on, and thrived. They were cut from the same tough cloth, Lily was certain, and the love she felt for the sibling she’d never met was overwhelming. Sometimes she would talk to the child in her head, beg her to hold on because her big sister was coming to take her home.

Lily and her twin brother had been inmates of the Whitechapel workhouse when their widowed mother gave birth. The newborn had been spirited away from the infirmary, to be dumped like rubbish so as to avert a scandal. Since leaving that dismal place, Lily had learned more about their mother’s harrowing final hours in labour. Lily had begun her search months ago at a small local orphanage. No match for her sister had been found, leaving Lily feeling both disappointed and relieved.

On exiting that institution along an echoing corridor, she’d passed half-glazed double doors leading to a classroom. Within she’d glimpsed rows of blank-faced tots seated silently at desks. Only one boy had glanced over at her; a thwack of a cane on a blackboard had soon put a stop to his interest in the visitor. Lily prayed her sister hadn’t spent her infancy in an atmosphere as miserable as that. Lily and her brother had at least been blessed with some happy memories of normal family life. They’d entered the workhouse with their mother when they were ten years old, and their father’s death rendered them destitute. Lily had been optimistic that things would be pleasanter at the Foundling Hospital. On walking up the drive earlier, she had stopped to watch children playing chase on a field. Inside it was larger and airier than the grim orphanage, and the atmosphere smelled less sour.

This matron seemed a kindly soul; Lily hadn’t been made to feel that her presence or her questions were a nuisance. She fidgeted on her chair, reluctant to get up and go. ‘Would you have another look in the book, please ma’am?’ The request was accompanied by an appealing smile. ‘My sister might not be registered under the name of Larkin but Stone.’ It was a long shot. The workhouse officer who had smuggled the baby away was unlikely to have allowed another woman’s child to bear the name of her lover.

‘My sister has a freckled birthmark on her chest and has fair hair and would be five years old now.’ Lily had already supplied this information, but she repeated it with emphasis before adding something she’d so far kept back. ‘A Miss Fox would have brought the baby here from the Whitechapel workhouse. She might have pretended to be the baby’s mother so you’d take her.’ From their conversation so far, Lily had picked up that strict rules applied to admissions. Mothers had to have been of good character before the father of the child abandoned them. Most importantly, a mother had to make a personal application, an impossibility in this case. The moment the matron comprehended that the child wouldn’t have qualified for admission she had closed the ledger, obviously believing a further search would be a waste of time.

Lily itched to unclasp her hands and reach across the desk to snatch the book. She wanted to read it herself to make sure there weren’t any clues to her sister’s whereabouts concealed within.

‘This Miss Fox is surely the best person to approach to trace your sister’s whereabouts,’ Matron pointed out.

‘That’s not possible … she’s dead now, you see. An accident.’ Lily always got goosebumps when that violent incident crossed her mind. ‘Unfortunately Miss Fox didn’t tell anybody where she’d taken the baby.’

‘Oh … I see …’ the matron said in a considering way.

The older woman had cottoned on to there being nothing straightforward about this missing orphan’s story. God only knew she was right to think there was more to it. Lily hoped she wouldn’t ask why the baby hadn’t been put in the Whitechapel workhouse’s nursery with similar unfortunates. Jittery about having revealed too much, she shot to her feet. ‘Thank you for your time then, ma’am. I’ll try elsewhere.’

‘Just before you go, Miss Larkin …’ Matron also stood up. ‘Please don’t get your hopes up, but no harm in taking a look in another journal. You have jogged my memory of something that was mentioned by a colleague many months ago.’ She opened a filing cabinet and selected a book, flicking back through the leaves. ‘Somebody else did enquire about a female child with fair hair and a birthmark having been admitted.’ She frowned at the entry. ‘I didn’t immediately think of it as my deputy conducted that interview. Oh, I am mistaken in any case. This enquiry was for a four-year-old girl, only recently made homeless.’ She shook her head. ‘We wouldn’t have taken a child of four. Only infants below the age of their first birthday are considered. Not everybody is aware of that, or if they are, they believe we might make exceptions. But we cannot, I’m afraid. Those are the rules.’ She began to close the book with an apologetic smile.

Lily’s heart had started to race. Had her sister’s father had a change of heart and decided to look for his child after all? He had been lied to, as Lily had, and been led to believe that Maude Larkin’s baby had been stillborn. But unlike Lily, Ben Stone had decided to leave well alone where his illegitimate daughter was concerned. Lily didn’t hate him for his view; in fact she herself had also wondered whether to accept that her sister might be settled with a new family … if she’d survived the trauma of her first days.

‘Was the visitor’s name Mr Stone?’ Her excitement caused her question to emerge in a squeak.

‘Oh, it wasn’t a gentleman.’ The matron found her place in the book again and this time read more of what was logged. ‘A woman came looking for the girl. A Mrs Priest, an acquaintance of the mother.’ Matron reached the bottom of the page. Suddenly her expression tightened. Mrs Priest had originally turned the child over to an individual called Mrs Jolley on the instruction of her employer, the girl’s mother. The child’s father had perished in the war and his widow was no longer in a position to support her daughter or her housekeeper. The servant now regretted what she’d done and wanted to trace the child to care for her herself. Despite Mrs Priest’s efforts to locate the woman, she’d been unable to. Mrs Jolley had vanished.

And well Mrs Priest might rue what she’d done! Mrs Jolley, or whatever other name she went by, was an unscrupulous character. Many innocents handed over to her had disappeared without trace. It wasn’t the first time the baby pedlar’s name had been brought up in Matron’s office by mothers searching for children handed over to her. Jolley lured her customers in with lies about foster parents who would provide a fresh start in healthy countryside homes. Poor women, abandoned by feckless men and unable to provide for their children, would beg or borrow money to give to Mrs Jolley in return for her worthless promises. Matron feared that for some of those poor children, Jolley had been a go-between from mothers to graves, rather than to a better life.

In this case the girl’s mother was reportedly alive, so that was a glimmer of light that the tot put in Jolley’s clutches was not related to Miss Larkin.

‘What is it?’ Lily demanded. She’d witnessed the change in the matron’s expression and it greatly disturbed her.

‘This child isn’t an orphan. Her mother is now an impoverished war widow and unable to care for her daughter. It isn’t a match.’ Matron returned the book to the cabinet. Without convincing proof of a connection, she believed it better to keep quiet than alarm her visitor with details of Jolley’s involvement.

‘Have you at least their names and an address? The mother might have adopted her daughter and it is a start …’

‘There’s no mention of an adoption, so it seems unlikely that’s the case,’ Matron interrupted, clearing her throat.

‘Please give me the names,’ Lily insisted. ‘I need something to go on, ’cos I won’t ever stop looking until I find out what happened to her.’

Matron relented a little bit. ‘Mrs Priest is seeking Charlotte Finch. The family lived in Cheapside but have now all moved away. Mrs Priest hasn’t given us her new address. My colleague no doubt made it clear to her that we’ve had no dealings with the child so wouldn’t be getting in touch.’

‘Thank you for telling me that and for seeing me today.’ Lily suspected Matron might be keeping something confidential back … but so was she. A secret surrounded this search for her sister that even her brother knew nothing about.

‘You could always try the Barnardo’s home,’ Matron suggested. ‘The girls’ shelter is by all accounts a pleasant place. Perhaps your Miss Fox might have taken the child there. Here … I have the details.’ Matron picked up a card with the address pre-printed. ‘We keep these to hand out to people like you, searching for family members.’

‘Thank you …’ Lily beamed at the woman and offered her hand to be shaken. She’d learned more today than she had in many months. Charlotte Finch was a four year old with fair hair and a birthmark … her sister would have still been four earlier in the year. Lily felt a surge of joyous hope. If it were her sister, the brave little thing had outrun her bad luck. She had battled through her infancy and the perils it had held. Now she would be five. Starting school. A child, not a baby.

Having said her farewells to the matron, Lily walked briskly down the drive, unaware that the older woman was observing her departure from her office window. Lily looked at the address on the card and some of her optimism wilted. The Barnardo’s home was a long way away. Harriet Fox would never have bothered taking the baby that far. She would have offloaded the newborn quickly, somewhere conveniently local. Lily refused to feel too dejected. Her sister might have been transferred from a City shelter to the Barnardo’s home, then adopted from there and brought back to London by her new parents. Lily knew she could tramp the streets around Cheapside, knocking on doors and making enquiries, but hitting on the right street, or on neighbours who might recall Mrs Finch who’d moved away, would be like finding a needle in a haystack. She realised her best chance was to concentrate on finding the housekeeper. Already Lily liked Mrs Priest. The woman had been a servant, yet had been fond enough of little Charlotte Finch to check on her welfare and her whereabouts. The housekeeper wouldn’t have given up; she would have continued in her quest, just as Lily was carrying on with her search. At some point their paths might cross, and then Lily would discover whether they were both hunting for the same child.

Miss Larkin had stopped to watch the boys playing cricket on the green before passing out of the open gate. Even though the young woman was now gone from sight, Matron continued to gaze into the distance, lost in disturbing memories.

She had been a probationer nurse in 1896 when a carpet bag pulled from the River Thames was found to contain a baby’s corpse. More babies had been found to have died similar disgusting deaths at the hands of an evil, avaricious woman. Amelia Dyer had long since gone to the gallows for her heinous crimes. But there had been other baby farmers hanged since, for taking cash for foster care before disposing of a child they’d had no intention of keeping. Matron sorrowfully shook her head. For as long as desperate women needed homes for children, villains would prey on them for easy money. Ten pounds to foster a child until it was of an age to care for itself. Most of them would have been lucky to attain another birthday once their mothers parted with them.

‘Good luck in your search, Lily Larkin,’ Matron murmured in a heartfelt way before turning away from the window.
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