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[image: ]


The name Grimsbury reflected conditions in the coal mining town near Cadbury Heath. Coal dust was an ever-present reality. Miners trudging home looked to have come from the African continent, not England, in 1894. Coal was essential to the British economy during the industrial revolution. Grimsbury lay in the heart of coal country.

Samuel Shaw wiped his grimy face every day at quitting time, looking like a black and white phantom. His cough kept his wife Samantha awake at night. She held her pregnant belly, hoping that if they had a son, life would be better for him. 

Samuel and Samantha frequently argued. It was always the same. “Can’t you find another way to make a living?” his wife said. “This is going to kill you. Who will be here to raise our baby?”

“I’m not a farmer,” Samuel retorted. “Coal mining was good enough for me, father. It should be good enough for us.”

“Well, it isn’t if you’re dead,” Samantha challenged. 

The couple had been married for five years, but Samuel had aged ten. “Look, love. Why don’t you go visit your auntie in Bristol and have the baby there? It won’t be long now and the air is fresher and it might do your mood a favor,” Samuel said kindly.

Samantha shed a few tears and gave Samuel a hug. “That’d be a capital idea. Are you sure you can live without me for a while? I just hate seeing you so sad all the time. Once the baby arrives, life will be better, I promise. Go to the phone box on the corner and call her. I’m sure she’d love to see you,” her husband said.

The next day, Samantha packed her bags and Samuel drove her to Bristol in their dilapidated truck. Auntie Clara welcomed them with open arms. “The mid-wife lives just down the hill from us, so when the baby comes, you will have the best of care,” she smiled. Clara’s sister had died from pneumonia the previous year and was Samantha’s only living relative. Auntie Clara was a spinster with a kind heart. She was especially fond of Samantha. 

It was a tearful parting for the couple, but Samuel was comforted that his wife had a better place to live for the time being, and she would be among friends. His drive home gave him time to ponder Samantha’s mantra about finding another way to make a living. By the time he returned home, he confirmed his opinion. There’s no other way for me, he said over and over. We’ll just have to make the best of it. Others can, so why not us? 

Samantha had been in Bristol for two weeks. The last two times Samuel had called, her auntie had said his wife was asleep. This time, he was overjoyed with the news. “We have a healthy little girl, Samantha practically yelled into the phone. You can come pick me up in a couple of days and meet her.”

“What about a name?” He suddenly realized that they had only considered boy’s names.

“How about Rachael, after your granny? I know she’d be pleased if she were still alive,” Samantha suggested.

“I like that.” Samuel beamed. “I’ll see you the day after tomorrow. Congratulations, girl. You’re the best.”

Samuel couldn’t believe his eyes when his wife presented Rachael to him two days later. While it was a blessed time, Samuel was worried about Samantha’s appearance. The strain from childbirth clung to her. “Are you sure you’re all right?” he asked. “You look exhausted.”

She seemed uneasy at the question, but ignored the issue. “Just a bit tired, that’s all,” she smiled. “I can’t wait to get her home. You’re going to be a great father.”

Samuel got a small raise with a child to support, but it was always a struggle to provide. During the following five years of Rachael’s life, Samuel doted on his daughter, and Samantha seemed resigned to living in coal country. The little girl was an antidote to her depression as she watched her husband’s deteriorating condition. 

On a particularly bitter night, Samuel awoke, coughing violently. When Samantha tried to comfort him, she was alarmed to see a copious amount of blood on his pillow and nightshirt. “You need to see a doctor right now,” she said. She ran down to the phone box and made the call. An hour later, the local doctor arrived on their doorstep. 

After an exam, he told them the bad news. “You have an advanced case of black lung disease,” he told them. “Why didn’t you come to me sooner?”

“I didn’t think it was that bad,” Samuel wheezed. “I’ll just take a few days off and I’ll be right as rain.”

“I’m afraid you’re well past that, Mr. Shaw. You need to be in the hospital tomorrow.”

“We can’t afford that,” Samantha cried.

“Do you have any friends or family who could help with the cost?” the doctor asked.

Samantha wrung her hands. “Maybe Auntie Clara. How long would he be in the hospital?” she asked the doctor. His hesitation to answer left her speechless.

“Can you get him to the hospital tomorrow?” he asked instead.

“Yes, I can drive the truck.”

A neighbor agreed to keep their daughter for a day or two so that Samantha could stay by her husband’s bedside. She agonized over his condition, and realized it was time for her to come clean about Rachael. She dabbed the sweat from Samuel’s brow and held his hand. “I need to tell you something about our daughter,” she whispered in his ear. Her confession was interrupted by violent coughing, which shook his entire body. Soon thereafter, he slipped into a coma. She would have to wait until he awoke. To her utter dismay, that never happened. Samuel died two days later. He had drowned in his own blood.

Samantha’s wails of grief could be heard throughout the hospital ward. Her worst nightmare had come true. “I can’t raise our daughter on my own,” she cried. “What’s to become of us?”

Samantha seemed inconsolable for days until Auntie Clara arrived at her door. “You two are coming to live with me,” she stated flatly. “No arguing.” Rachael’s mother was too weak to argue, and a day later, she and her daughter were ensconced in Bristol. 

After a week, Samantha seemed to be better. Auntie Clara waited hand and foot on mother and daughter. Rachael seemed to be the perfect child, never out of sorts, and had a cheery disposition.  

One afternoon, Auntie Clara suggested Samantha should sell her small cottage and come to live with her. “I have little extra money,” she said. “But you may make a little on your home, unless you are underwater with the mortgage.”

“The house was passed on from Samuel’s father, and I think we have kept up the payments,” Samantha said. 

“Let me go into town tomorrow,” Clara said, “and inquire about the status of your loan. Regardless, you’re welcome to stay with me as long as you want. I’m a bit set in my ways, but you and Rachael won’t be a burden.” That was a bright spot in Samantha’s day.

The next day, Samantha waited for her auntie’s return from town, hoping for good news about her home in Grimsbury. By five o’clock, she grew worried. It shouldn’t have taken this much time, she thought. Before she had time to consider the matter further, there was a pounding on the front door. Rachael had been asleep in the back bedroom, but woke from the noise. She cried, which was unusual. It was as if she sensed the forthcoming news.

A police officer stood at the door. His expression sent a chill down Samantha’s spine. “Are you Samantha Shaw?” he asked. “Yes. What’s the problem, officer?”

“I’m afraid I have bad news. Your aunt was hit by a car in town. We got her to the hospital as fast as we could. While she was conscious, she told us where she lived and to let you know. Sadly, before we could come, she passed away. I’m so sorry to have to tell you this,” the police officer said sincerely.

Before he could react, Samantha collapsed on the floor at the shock. An hour later, she found herself in a hospital bed with a bandage over her eye. She had a severe gash and concussion from the fall. When she realized where she was, she immediately panicked. “Where’s my girl?” she cried. 

“What girl?” the nurse asked.

“Rachael. She was at my Aunt Clara’s house when the policeman came to tell me about her accident. You’ve got to go back and find her,” she yelled. Samantha tried to get out of bed, but the room swirled around her and she threw up.

It was one of the worst days in Samantha’s life, but at least the police found her daughter and brought her to the hospital. They found her asleep in a big chair. Samantha’s mind was clearing, which wasn’t entirely a good thing. It gave her time to consider what future calamities awaited her. She learned her fate on her third day in the hospital.

“We are sorry, but we need your bed for new patients and we must discharge you. A local woman volunteered to keep Rachael while you couldn’t care for her. Here is her address. Please pick her up by the end of the day.”

“What about my bill?” Samantha asked.

“Our small charity fund has taken care of that,” the nurse smiled. “In the future, perhaps you could donate something to help other women. Best of luck.”

“I’ll try,” Samantha nodded. I don’t even know where our next meal is coming from, she thought to herself. 

Mrs. Campbell’s home was near the hospital, so Samantha walked the distance and knocked on her door. When it opened, Rachael leaped from behind the woman’s skirt and clung to her mother’s legs. “Mommy,” cried. “Are you all right? Can we go home?”

“First, we have to thank this kind lady for taking you in. Mrs. Campbell, you are an angel.”

“You have a lovely daughter,” the woman smiled. “I hope you’re well enough to make it home?”

“I’m not sure where home is exactly, to be honest. I suppose for the time being, we’ll go back to my auntie’s home. How long we can stay isn’t clear.”

“Come inside and have a cup of tea,” the woman suggested. “Let’s talk and see if there is anything I can do to help.”

Samantha’s tears flooded down her cheeks. “A cuppa would be a blessing.”

An hour later, Mrs. Campbell tried to sum things up. “So, with your aunt now deceased, you hope perhaps you could live there for the time being?” she said. “And you don’t know the status of your home in Grimsbury. Is that about right?”

“Yes, that’s it in a nutshell.”

“Well, perhaps I can help in some small way. My late husband was a banker in Bristol and I still know a few of his business associates. Why don’t you stay for the night and in the morning, I can go into town and see if they can help answer both of your questions.”

“Would you really?” Samantha asked. “That’s so kind of you. Why would you want to help us in this way?”

“Before I married, I lived in poverty outside Bristol. It was by happenstance that I attracted the attention of Robert. It was love at first sight, if I might say. He rescued me from a dismal future. I feel privileged to pass my good fortune on to others less fortunate.”

Samantha and Rachael stayed under the covers. It was a great comfort while they waited for Mrs. Campbell to return from town. By noon, they got dressed and made a pot of tea. Some buttered bread was left for them on the kitchen counter, along with some plum pudding.

At two o’clock, they heard the woman’s automobile pull in front of the house. Her expression, on entering the front door, wasn’t encouraging. “My dears, I’m afraid I don’t have good news. Let’s discuss things over a cup of tea.”

The news was worse than Samantha could have foreseen. “Your aunt Clara was living above her means for the last two years. She is behind on her mortgage payments by several thousand pounds. Now that she is deceased, the bank is taking her home to cover her debt. I’m afraid you can’t go back, other than to collect your things.

“Regarding your home in Grimsbury, you are only a month behind on your payments. But without your husband’s income, I’m not sure how you can afford to keep up with the financial obligation. Do you have any savings?”

“I wish,” Samantha said. “You’ve been so kind to us. I think I must go back to Grimsbury and see if I can make any arrangements. Maybe the mine owner can help, though that’s not likely.”

“I can give you money for a bus fare to get you home, but other than that I’m afraid I can’t do more. I’m sorry,” Mrs. Campbell said.

“You have already done a great deal for us. There will be a special place in heaven just for you,” Samantha smiled. 

There was an officer outside Auntie Clara’s home the next morning. “We were expecting you, Mrs. Shaw. Please take what belongs to you, so we may turn the home over to the bank.”

There was little to take with them other than a few clothes and Rachael’s favorite doll. The officer locked the door behind them. “I have instructions to take you to the bus headed for Grimsbury. Your fare was paid in advance by a Mrs. Campbell.”

It was a long journey home, filled with numerous stops to disembark other passengers. Rachael could tell her mother was worried. “It’s going to be all right,” the five-year-old told Samantha.

“I’m sure you’re right?” her mother said. She wasn’t too convinced.

There was some bread that hadn’t spoiled and enough coal to keep the house warm, at least temporarily. Samuel kept a few pounds for emergencies in a jar in the kitchen. At least I can buy some food tomorrow, Samantha told herself.

“Do you want to sleep in my bed?” she asked Rachael. “That would be fun, mommy. It will keep us from being too sad.”

The next day, Samantha and Rachael walked into town to meet with the mine owner, and then to buy some food items. Samantha could barely walk away from the meeting.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Shaw, but our company can’t sustain you for long. We have a widow’s fund that will allow you about a month’s worth of food and coal for the house. Beyond that, we can’t help any further, I’m afraid. If you can’t keep up with your payments on the house, our bank will have to foreclose. Maybe you can find a relative to help.”

“I’ve no one, sir. I don’t know what to do.”

“If that is all, I have another meeting,” the mine owner said.

Samantha’s mind was swirling. She took the money offered from the widow’s fund before she left. It might be enough to last several weeks if we are careful, she told herself.

Her prediction was not accurate. It three weeks their money was gone, and she received a letter from the bank informing her she was now behind two months on her payments. If the debt wasn’t satisfied by the end of the week, her home would be repossessed. It was the final straw. The only thing left for her and her daughter was the workhouse. Had she known more about the living conditions and hard labor required, she might have taken her life.

Women at the nearby workhouse could work in the kitchen, laundry, or garden instead of breaking stones for roads like the men had to do. Since it was winter time, there was no gardening to do.

In return for a small, cold room for Samantha and Rachael, she had to work a twelve-hour day, mostly in the laundry. At least it was warm inside, where women pounded and scrubbed throughout the day. As for Rachael, she was required to attend school, thanks to the Poor Laws of the day. It was believed that education could help a child escape poverty. This was sometimes the case. However, for a five-year-old, it was more of a child-care situation. 

“How was school today?” Samantha asked at the end of another grueling day.

“It’s never any fun,” Rachael complained. “At least I’ve met a friend.”

“Is she nice?” her mother asked.

“Very,” Rachael smiled. “I think we will become best friends. Her name is Sally. I don’t know her last name.”

“That’s nice. We need to go to the dining hall for supper and then it’s straight to bed for both of us,” Samantha said.

Six months passed since mother and daughter entered the workhouse. It might as well have been six years in Samantha’s mind. Her mental condition deteriorated, and she was put in the infirmary on two occasions. 

Just as spring became summer, Samantha told her daughter to go to school and stayed in bed after Rachael left. By noon, having not turned up to work in the laundry, someone was sent to check on her. 

The young woman who entered Samantha’s room was horrified to see Rachael’s mother lying in a pool of blood. Her lifeless eyes stared at the ceiling. Samantha had cut her wrists and was now hopefully in a better place. What was to become of Rachael was another matter. 

One woman, supervising the younger children, pulled Rachael aside. “Dear girl, your mother has had an accident.” Rachael’s eyes grew wide and the color drained from her face. Her new friend Sally saw what was happening and came over.

“Bad news?”

“Yes,” Rachael said. She reached out and the two little girls embraced. 

“Don’t worry,” Sally said naively. “I’m sure she must be all right.”

“Sally, why don’t you take Rachael to your room and I will go find your mother,” the supervisor said. The two children held hands and slowly left the room.

“Do you want to play with my doll?” Sally asked.

“That would be fun,” Rachael brightened.

Sally’s mother was pulled from laundry duty and was told what had happened to Samantha. “Until we can determine what to do with Rachael, would you mind letting her stay with you?” Mrs. Clausen, Sally’s mother, agreed. 

“What a tragedy. What will happen to her daughter?” she asked.

“Most likely, she’ll be sent to an orphanage,” the supervisor said. “For now, just try to comfort her as much as possible. Thank you for assuming the responsibility. It won’t likely be for very long.”

That night, Sally and Rachael slept in the same bed. Both girls were in tears when they learned Samantha had not survived her “accident.” Mrs. Clausen did her best to help Rachael cope with the awful news, but it was Sally who made the difference. Though it hadn’t been that long, the two girls might as well be sisters.

Rachael sat listlessly in the schoolroom for the next two days. She paid little attention to what was going on around her. Only Sally could get through to her during their rest periods. “What’s going to happen to me?” Rachael kept asking.

“It has to be something good,” Sally insisted. “I hope we will always be together.”

“So do I,” Rachael said through her tears.

Sadly, that wasn’t to be. On the third day, Rachael was taken to the head of the workhouse. He seemed very unsympathetic to her plight. “I’m afraid we can no longer keep you here,” he said condescendingly. “Your mother was a weak individual and we have no way to care for you. We are sending you to an orphanage on the grounds of Ashley Downs in Bristol. Please gather your belongings, such as they are. You will leave after your evening supper. That is all.”

It took all of Rachael’s courage to not burst into tears. A female attendant took her by the hand and took her back to the schoolroom. Sally could tell how awful her friend was feeling. After Rachael sat down, Sally pulled her chair beside her. “What happened?” she asked. 

“I have to leave tonight after supper. They are sending me to an orphanage. I don’t know what that really means, but we can’t be together anymore.” Both their eyes were filled to the brim with tears. When their instructor wasn’t looking, they snuck off and went to Sally’s room. Neither of them said a word for several minutes, contemplating Rachael’s departure.

“You can have my doll,” Sally said. “You could use an extra friend.” 

The two girls lay on Sally’s bed and held hands. “Someday, maybe we can meet again,” Rachael said.  

“I hope so,” was all Sally could say.

That evening, after supper, a matron came to Mrs. Clausen’s room and gathered Rachael’s few belongings. Sally’s mother was brought to tears as she saw her daughter give Rachael her prized possession. The girls hugged for the last time.

“Thank you for taking care of me, Mrs. Clausen. You are very kind,” Rachael said. She hugged Sally with all her might. 

“We will miss you terribly,” the mother said. “Our prayers go with you, little one.”

A black carriage was waiting at the entrance to the workhouse and whisked Rachael away without so much as a goodbye from her attendant. Twenty minutes later, a massive set of foreboding granite buildings appeared on the horizon. It sent chills down Rachael’s spine. 

The driver opened her carriage door, took her by the hand, and delivered her to the towering wooden doors of the orphanage. Rachael had never felt so small. After ringing the front bell, a plump woman in a black uniform opened the door. To Rachael’s complete surprise, the woman knelt down and gave the child a warm hug. “We’ve been waiting for you, young lady. Come in out of the chill and I will take you to your bed.” She took Rachael by the hand and they disappeared inside.

After walking through seemingly endless corridors, Rachael was stunned to see rows and rows of beds stretching as far as she could see. Almost every bed was occupied. Some girls were chatting with friends and others who could read were engrossed in children’s books. 

About midway down was an empty bed, which Rachael assumed must be hers. She looked up at the matron. “Is this for me?”

“Yes dear. Why don’t you unpack your satchel? Have you had anything to eat?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Rachael nodded. 

“Then you should get into your nightgown and go to sleep when the lights go off. I will see you in the morning and show you all about life here. Don’t worry, God will take care of you. By the way, I’m Mrs. Bagsley. Sleep well.”

After the woman left, a girl two spots down jumped off her bed and came over to Rachael. “Hi, I’m Jennifer. I’m new here too. Do you want to be friends?”

Rachael’s big brown eyes opened wide. “That makes you my second friend. My other one is named Sally. I’m Rachael.” At that moment, the lights flickered off. There was some light from the moon shining in the upper windows, and Jennifer made it back to her bed.

The occasional sound of crying awakened Rachael in the night, but she promised herself that she would be a big girl, and see what the next morning would bring. She had no idea what life would be like in her new home, nor could she. The orphanages established by George Müller and his wife, Mary Groves, were a remarkable achievement by a man of faith. There were hundreds of orphaned children in his care. 

Unlike others, he thought children needed excellent education, proper food, exercise, discipline, and good healthcare. Children who were not eventually adopted were well prepared to make a life for themselves outside the orphanage. Girls were prepared for service, but were not denied an education. He was often criticized for raising the children above their station and for depriving workhouses of labor. There were strict rules of behavior, but the children were not mistreated. 

When Rachael woke up, it was to the sound of a rather irritating alarm that echoed off the windows. Jennifer helped Rachael make her bed up to house standards and took her to wash up for the day. She had never seen so many girls of all ages in one place in her life. 

After breakfast in a long dining room, Mrs. Bagsley gave Rachael a tour of the facilities and explained the rules. “You will go to school and have three meals a day, which was a first for Rachael. There are two play times each day, and when the weather is nice, you will get to go on field trips occasionally. Families who can’t have children adopt some of our girls. You will be presented occasionally for consideration. Most girls eventually go into service in fine homes and are a credit to our orphanage. I’m sure you will do the same. You are such a pretty girl, and you seem very bright. I am always available if you have problems or if your group mother can’t help. Let me take you to your schoolroom. Just follow what the other girls are doing and you can’t go wrong. Questions, Rachael?”

“I only have one dress. What should I do about that?” 

“Don’t worry, dear. You will be given a fresh uniform each week.”

And so began a new life for Rachael Shaw. 
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Rachael settled into life at the orphanage. It was the first time she had regular meals, exercise and playtime. She and her new friend Jennifer were glued to the hip. You rarely found one without the other. She missed Sally with all her heart. The biggest revelation was learning the alphabet. Her desire to learn was kindled on her first day in class. 

“If I learn all these letters, then will I be able to read?” she asked her teacher.

“Yes Rachael. But it will take a long time for you to put all the letters together to make words.”

The next day in class, their teacher asked if anyone could say the first five letters in the alphabet. Rachael looked around the room of about forty other girls her age. Nobody volunteered, so Rachael raised her hand. “Yes, Ma’am. May I try?”

“Of course you may.” Rachael took a deep breath and rapidly spoke all twenty-six letters without a mistake. “Well done, Rachael. No one has ever learned the whole alphabet in one day. You should be very proud,” the teacher smiled.

The other girls were wide-eyed at Rachael’s achievement. Two or three asked her if she would teach them after class. The alphabet was the door to a new world for Rachael. In remarkable fashion, she was reading in three weeks. The teacher, seeing Rachael’s promise, gave her flash cards, which she worked on until the lights were turned off at bedtime.

It wasn’t all smooth sailing. She missed her parents. Some nights, she cried herself to sleep. Inevitably, she learned some girls were not very nice, and she did her best to avoid the bullies. After a while, Rachael grew tired of the tactics of one large girl of seven. She confronted Mabel at playtime. “You are mean,” she said. “Leave me and the other girls alone.”

“Or what?” the girls snarled.

“Or this,” Rachael said, and punched the girl in the nose. Rachael got in trouble, but that was the last of Mabel’s nasty behavior.

Several weeks later, the matron gathered Rachael and a few other girls her age to be presented to a couple wanting to adopt a little girl. Jennifer was among them. “Do you want to be adopted by someone?” Rachael asked her friend.

“It would be nice to have a family of my own, but I’d miss you very much,” Jennifer said. “What about you?”

“I suppose it would be nice, but how do you know if the people won’t be mean? Remember Gretchen, who came back here after only a few weeks? She had bruises and cuts all over. She won’t talk about it with anyone.”

The couple selected a red-headed girl, to the matron’s surprise. It turned out they had a little boy with red hair. Apparently, they thought it would be nice to have a matching set. Rachael and Jennifer breathed a sigh of relief and scurried back to class.
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