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Prologue

Christmas Eve 1909
South Grove Workhouse, Mile End Road, East London

‘You’ve come to the wrong place. You should apply to your own parish. Tell the relieving officer at St Pancras the right tale and perhaps you won’t have to enter the house.’

‘I’ve seen him … he said we’re not an urgent case. How could he say that!’ The woman’s shivering fists clenched in despair. ‘Look at us … we must come in, sir. We’ll all work. Do whatever we’re told to and cause no trouble. Me and me kids haven’t eaten a morsel in days … nor slept on a bed.’

‘Better hurry along then, now it’s turned to snow. You don’t want to be sitting on St Pancras’s step on Christmas Eve, do you?’

Maude Larkin couldn’t get a good look at the fellow. She had sleet in her eyes and he had a heavy timber door to shelter behind to keep the weather off himself. All this ‘yes sir, no sir’ was making her boil up inside. It wasn’t just a fever putting fire in her blood. She didn’t want to be polite. She wanted to scream at him to take them in. But she could barely find the energy to keep talking.

‘I’ve applied for out-relief, sir, and been refused. They said I’m idle for not working. But I look every day for work.’ The last part wasn’t a lie: she’d begged to do a shift at the laundry on Commercial Road just that morning. If she’d managed to control her hacking cough while she did so, the miserable cow in charge might have taken her on. But Maude had headed straight here when finally accepting she was too ill and dog-tired to stay on the streets. Keeping up the pretence that something would turn up and soon they’d have somewhere to call home was sapping the life and soul out of her.

Over a fortnight ago she had been evicted for again having no rent money. Pleading had done her no good: the landlord could see that she was too sick to work and soon settle up a month’s back rent. They had been sleeping rough, moving from place to place in the East End. But she had refused to give in and ring the bell outside one of these hellholes. Last night she’d promised the kids she’d never leave them as they’d slipped unseen into St Dunstan’s Church. Until dawn light they’d huddled together on a pew, trying to rest as they had done the night before. They’d not managed that trick again this evening. The church had been locked early. Perhaps the vicar had been making it look festive for a carol service on Christmas morning. Or perhaps he had cottoned on to vagrants using the place as a squat and his Christian spirit hadn’t stretched that far. But for that misfortune, she might have spent another few days with her darling twins. No fancy treats or Christmas food for them, but they would have had the precious gift of one another’s company a little while longer.

Maude Larkin knew what she was letting herself in for even if her children didn’t. Once inside a workhouse they’d be separated, and she was aware that if she couldn’t pull herself round she might never see either of them again. So it had to be the right place for them … the best of the beastly bunch. Or the lie she’d told about them being together would be worthless and gnaw her to death.

‘Open up, you heartless brute.’ Both sets of Maude’s grimy fingernails were curled about the edge of the door to stop the porter denying her his meagre light and warmth. She used a foot to kick on the wood. Even though crying in frustration, the irony of what she was doing wasn’t lost on her. Such godforsaken places had always filled her with horror, and she’d always cross the road to avoid passing too close. The silent shuffling ghosts that could be glimpsed through the railings had aroused her pity and disgust. She’d been so cocksure she’d never be a workhouse inmate herself.

‘Let me in!’ She clung on so that if he shut the door he’d have to injure her.

‘Sorry, but rules apply.’ He was getting narked. ‘Get along with you. I’ve work to do.’

Gathering what little strength she had, Maude jammed her thin body between door and frame. The effort had set her lungs pumping and her chest undulated beneath her cloak as she started to cough.

‘I’ve two children you can see and another you can’t.’ She yanked at her ragged cloak to give her flat belly a bump of pregnancy. Her husband had been dead for more than four months, so she was confident she wasn’t carrying, but she’d been spared the curse since she’d been existing on scraps to eat. In a rotten way, starving at least helped prevent another mouth to feed. ‘If you don’t let us in we’ll all perish on this step,’ she panted. ‘It’ll be on your conscience if I lose me little ’un and you find us frozen to death here on Christmas morning.’

‘It won’t; I’m just doing my job. Paupers apply to their own parish.’

‘Mum … come on … let’s try further along. Another place might take us.’ A small icy hand was tugging at Maude’s elbow. She knew her daughter was embarrassed by her humbling herself like this. But she was doing it for them. She’d do anything to keep her twins safe. She’d nothing left but her kids. If she didn’t truly believe it was possible for Lily and Davy to pull themselves out of this mess, she’d throttle them now to put them out of their misery.

‘This is the best place for you ’n’ Davy.’ Maude turned to her daughter, miming at her to shush. ‘You heard what old Ma Rollins said: kids at South Grove get sent to the Cuckoo School. It’s not too far off and I can visit you. Other industrial schools are too far away, love. I won’t make it there to get you. And I will get you, soon as I’m well. They’ll look after you at the Cuckoo till I’m better, Lily, and can come for you ’n’ Davy. You’ll be learning and setting yourself up for a good job. You and Davy won’t end up like me and your father.’

Lily nodded vigorously to soothe her distraught mother, though she knew it wasn’t a lack of good learning that had brought them to this. Her father had received an education. He’d been a clerk in a solicitor’s office before whisky, or any other alcohol he could lay his hands on, had stripped them of everything they had.

The boy with them was listening to what went on, standing silent and sullen, with his chin low, resting on the turned-up collar of his coat. It had been his dead father’s donkey jacket. A remnant from the days when Charlie Larkin had laboured and the sight of that garment pegged on the back of the door had been comforting to his family. It meant he was home and fit to earn, not passed out in a gutter somewhere. He hadn’t liked labouring; had thought himself too good for it. The humiliation of going cap in hand to the railway yard or the building sites for casual work had enraged him. The sooty coat swamped Davy and the tattered hem rested on the top of the dead man’s boots, stuffed with newspaper so they didn’t fall off when he walked.

Lily Larkin had nothing on her feet; not that she could feel the cold or cuts on them any more. They were frozen numb. On her thin, ten-year-old frame hung a patched cotton dress that barely reached her knees because her good one had been swapped for two loaves of bread and a twist of tea. This floral affair had been pretty when new. She’d grown out of it six months ago; it was too short but also loose over her emaciated belly. A blanket from the bed she’d last slept on had been butchered to a size that fitted about her shoulders. The other piece was wrapped around Davy, under his father’s coat. Lily refused to call the rag a shawl, although her mother had tried to cheer her up by saying it was. The blanket hadn’t even been theirs. Luckily, the landlord had been too intent on ejecting them from their room to notice that the cover was missing from the stained mattress.

Maude swung back to the porter before he shut her out for good. If she hammered on the door again he wouldn’t open up to her. ‘Let me in and … and we can have a conversation.’ Maude used another trump card  – her final one – and in a selfish way she hoped it wouldn’t work. She’d never done anything like that before. She’d sooner abase herself begging for charity. But it seemed even charity cost.

And so did love. Charlie had left her to battle on alone at keeping their family together. She felt guilty for having stuck by a man who’d taken them from comfort to poverty in under a year. He’d drunk himself to death and left his family destitute. He’d been a good-looking charmer and Maude had felt proud, not jealous, when female eyes followed him. He’d sworn he’d never strayed and had only ever loved her. He’d said all the rest was malice and lies. She’d believed him, even when he’d sunk lower and grown distant and more ashamed of his boozing. Yet he couldn’t stop, and fool that she was, Maude couldn’t stop loving Charlie Larkin. She’d raged at him for his faults, but now he was gone she missed the useless item so much she couldn’t breathe for grief when she thought of him. She swallowed a sob and pushed back the hood of her cape, allowing the stranger in the lodge to stare at her.

He knew what that brazen gesture meant and he was pleasantly surprised. The last one who had turned up  – offering herself in return for admission – had turned his stomach. Pockmarked and at least forty, she’d been. This one looked more than a decade younger, although it was hard to tell when they were gaunt. But he noticed her large black eyes set in a white-skinned face and he noticed her hair. Thick waves of dark brown reached past her shoulders and looked surprisingly clean and shiny in the dim light. She was vain then … a wig-maker would have paid her for that and she could have stayed outside a while longer. Some even sold their teeth to delay an inevitable walk of shame to yank on the bell of the local spike.

Maude sensed his hesitation and gave the door a shove, getting inside. Before closing it she turned to her kids to whisper, ‘Just hang on there while I talk to him. Won’t be long …’ And she hoped she was right about that. Now close beside him, she could see he was younger than his gruff manner had led her to believe; perhaps early twenties. And she remembered her husband at that age … randy as hell.

She knew he was fair-haired and quite handsome too, but she didn’t look at him for more than a second. As soon as the door was closed she dropped to her knees, keen to get it over. Old Ma Rollins had told her the way to service a man without risking getting a bun in the oven. That’s all the assistance her old neighbour would give. Asking for the loan of some coppers to buy bread had resulted in Maude getting the door shut in her face. But as her situation had worsened, Maude had listened intently to the older woman’s workhouse tales. Ma Rollins had been in and out of them several times over the years. The Cuckoo School had been the making of her boys, she’d said, and they were doing all right now. Maude kept that precious thought at the forefront of her mind as her shaking fingers fumbled at the stranger’s trouser buttons.

‘Not like that.’ The porter pulled her up. He seemed to be in the throes of some inner turmoil as he gazed at her. ‘Don’t think this is a good idea.’ He gave her a push towards the door, about to open it.

‘It is … please … and hurry up ’cos me kids are freezing to death out there.’ Maude put her back against the door, holding it shut, and undid some buttons to tempt him with a glimpse of her breasts, hoisting her skirts to knee level. Her husband had said she had a lovely figure; Maude knew she was skinny now. But the stranger’s eyes were on her again in the way she wanted; then he closed them as though to block out temptation.

With a mutter he pulled her closer, bending her face down over a heavy oak table with an oil lamp on it. Maude could smell the kerosene, feel the heat on her face from its flame as he pulled up her skirts. She started to tell him she didn’t want to do it this way in case she got knocked up. She bit her tongue in case he realised she’d lied about being pregnant and shoved her back outside.

‘Quickly … please … the children are waiting for me … it’s so cold … ’ She panted in pain as he knocked apart her knees and forced into her.

Lily could hear her twin brother whimpering, though he was trying to muffle the noise by burrowing his face further into his coat.

‘Mum said she’d not be long,’ he moaned.

Lily brushed the settled snow from his slumped shoulders then enclosed him in her arms, rubbing her hands up and down on his bony back to warm him. ‘Mum’ll be back soon. She’ll not give up until she makes him give us somewhere to sleep. And we’ll get something to eat ’n’ all, Davy. Toast ’n’ dripping … nice ’n’ warm ’n’ runny … how’s that sound, Shrimp?’ She teased him with the pet name she called him because he was an inch shorter than her, and trailed a finger on his cold chin, mimicking melting dripping.

Davy jerked his face aside. ‘I hate him … look what he’s done to us, Lil. Some Christmas!’

Lily heard the tremor in her twin’s voice and felt his fury turning his body rigid in her embrace. She knew he wasn’t talking about the porter in that lodge who was arguing with their mother. Davy blamed their dead father for all of this, and Lily had to admit it was hard to forgive Charlie Larkin for what he had done to them. Last Christmas they’d tucked into roast chicken and a plum pudding. They’d think themselves lucky to be offered toast and dripping tomorrow.

In the distance, an unseen choir were singing ‘Silent Night’ and the haunting melody made tears start to her eyes. A year ago she had sung carols at school, but she and Davy hadn’t attended school for months. Their mother was too ashamed to send them dressed in rags after she sold their uniforms for rent money. Lily felt the shame too, and the loss.

They had lived in a nice house once … a whole house that had a small garden. She and Davy had never missed a lesson. Their mother had dressed prettily and smelled of rose perfume bought as a treat from Gamages once a year and eked out a drop at a time. Then a man had come to their home, shouting at her father and shaking his fist. After he’d left, slamming the front door, she’d eavesdropped on her parents’ violent argument and learned that her father had embezzled money and got sacked from his job. She was terrified he might go to prison and so was her mother. But he didn’t. Their home had been sold to pay back his boss.

Gossiping neighbours had watched them move out. They’d all heard what had gone on but nobody stepped up to lend a hand. Her mother had told her to ignore them and keep her chin up, and Lily had. She’d helped her dad push the handcart with their few remaining bits of furniture that hadn’t been sold off. She’d tried to smile at him but he wouldn’t look at her, or at anyone. Just marched along and stared straight ahead. They had taken their first lodging rooms near King’s Cross … and they’d kept moving from place to place for the next ten months with the rooms getting smaller and dirtier and her father disappearing from home more often. Then the next man who came to bang on the door about her father was a policeman. He’d looked stern as he told her mother that her husband had been found dead by the canal. Lily could remember feeling just a sense of relief that the waiting for it to happen was over.

Now, trembling in the bitter Yuletide air, she knew those horrible days were gone and a new existence awaited. Her guts were curdling with terror over where life as a workhouse girl was likely to take her.

August 1910

‘Don’t go, Lily! You mustn’t! If they catch you, you won’t ’arf get the strap. And they’ll starve you, too.’

‘Don’t care about that. This’ll be me only chance to see Davy and tell him how poorly Mum is.’ Lily shook off her friend’s fingers from her arms. Margie Blake was trying to prevent her bolting out of the workhouse gate. But Lily had made up her mind; the opportunity to sneak away to the other side of the building to find her brother would never again present itself. The harsh, unyielding workhouse regime forbade contact between families. Once inside, an inmate was supposed to forget about loved ones separated from them by brick walls. Lily knew about the punishments too. She’d been defiant from the start, creeping out of the dormitory at night to dash about the corridors in the hope of finding one that might lead to either of the two people who meant everything to her. She’d risk another beating because the ache to see her twin brother was harder to bear than a lash on her back. Soon he might be all she had left of her family.

Lily was shivering in trepidation as she stepped past Margie and placed a finger to her lips. Her friend looked about to blub, and Lily didn’t want her causing a scene and bringing an officer down on them. Swinging furtive looks to and fro to make sure all the staff were occupied, she slipped through the crowd towards the gate. Her pace faltered as she got closer to the exit. But luck was on her side: the elderly porter had abandoned his post to assist the other staff with stragglers who were being evacuated. Some ancient women were shuffling slowly from the northern wing of the workhouse with smoke shrouding them. The acrid air was making them cough, in between moaning prayers for God’s salvation from the fire. Lily could have laughed. What about death frightened them, now they knew hell was a place behind high walls on the Mile End Road?

She’d love to see the place in ashes. But if the workhouse did burn down, she’d only be transferred somewhere similar, and she might never again share the same roof as her family. She’d thought constantly about absconding, but at eleven years old she was unlikely to find work and, without money for food and lodging, she’d not make more than a few miles. More importantly, she couldn’t leave her mother and brother behind. They were all stuck in limbo. Their lives and futures had been passed into other hands from the moment they’d arrived. They were powerless and were expected to bow and scrape and say thank you for their miserable existences. Lily didn’t blame her beloved mother for bringing them here. Maude had truly believed it to be for the best for her children. There was a small happiness for Lily in knowing that her mother would be clinging to that belief as she lay gravely ill in the infirmary.

Lily jumped in her skin as the clatter of a bell rent the air, heralding an approaching fire truck. It would give her the cover she needed to make a dash for it. Instead of bolting, she shrank back into the shadows. The female officer she hated the most was hurrying through the gate, just yards from her. She had her head down and was huddled into a voluminous cloak, as though trying to conceal herself. The coward was probably frightened of the fire and saving her own skin. Lily curled her lip in disgust; Miss Fox was always the first one to offer to fetch the cane and carry out the master’s punishments.

As soon as the coast was clear, Lily picked up the hem of her skirt, preventing it tangling in her boots, then pelted around the corner keeping close to the perimeter wall. It was six o’clock on a September evening and the sky was prematurely blackened by clouds.

‘What you up to then?’

Lily gasped, spinning about. It wasn’t Miss Fox, ready to drag her back to the women’s side of the building. A fellow swigging from a beer bottle was eyeing her as warily as she was him.

‘You belong in there, do you?’ he slurred, jerking a nod at the looming outline of the workhouse.

Lily nodded, wishing he’d go away, until she realised he might be of use. She needed a hand. She’d twice tried to scale the brickwork but had slithered back to the pavement. Her hands were badly scraped and she wiped blood on to her skirt. ‘Me brother’s just over that side of the wall. But the rotten devils won’t ever let me see him.’

The fellow sniffed the air. ‘One of yers got hold of some matches, did you, and managed to set a fire?’ He chuckled to himself. ‘Ain’t surprised. Bleedin’ place gives me the heebie-jeebies.’ He crossed himself.

‘Would you give me a bunk up?’ Lily asked. She wasn’t sure how the fire had started, she was just grateful that it had. But he could be right and a desperate inmate had decided to destroy the home of his torment.

The stranger pushed back the cap on his greasy hair, squinting at her over the bottle at his mouth. Then his stubbly cheeks creased in a grin. ‘You’re breaking yer little brother out ’n’ all, are you?’ His eyes held a spark of admiration. ‘Good fer you … clever lass you are.’ He cupped his hands for her to step upon.

Lily modestly gathered her skirt tight about her legs then  – in for a penny, in for a pound  – stepped up and launched herself to the top of the wall, feeling it abrading her fleshless ribs and legs.

She glanced down at her Good Samaritan, hissing her thanks before swinging her legs over and jumping down.

‘Good luck, gel, and God bless you both.’ The fellow knew she hadn’t heard him and soon he was hurrying away, crossing himself again.

The drop winded Lily and she remained on the ground, panting. When the lights zigzagging in front of her eyes faded, she looked up. A lad of about six had turned away from the rest of the crowd and spotted her crouching behind him. He nudged the boy beside him.

Lily scrambled up. ‘D’you know Davy Larkin?’ she whispered.

The child shrank back, blinking as though she were an apparition. Quickly she repeated her question to another boy, who looked to be a little older than she was. He was almost bald, as though he’d recently undergone the admission ritual of being shorn. He boldly sized her up in a way Lily didn’t like. Glaring her disgust, she was about to move on when he hissed, ‘Oi … Larkin … yer doxy’s come to see yer.’

Lily’s heart leapt in hope and she began scouring the faces that were turning her way. Then she saw him and felt momentarily stifled with joy and relief. Rather rudely she began elbowing her way to his side to hug him. That raised some titters and lewd murmurs from onlookers. She could feel his bones and no doubt he could feel hers. But Davy looked well enough, so she forwent questioning him about himself. It wouldn’t be long before she drew even more attention and officers came to investigate. And there were so many important things to ask and to tell.

‘You’ll get it for this, Lily.’ Davy burbled a hoarse warning. He was rigid with shock at suddenly being brought face to face with his sister after eight long months apart.

‘Had to come. Did you know Mum’s very sick in the infirmary? Bet they didn’t tell you, did they? Only found out meself from pestering Mrs Windham; she’s a bit nicer than the other officers. She told me Mum’s not getting any better. I’ve begged to see her but Matron won’t let me, the rotten old cow!’ Lily swallowed a sob. She didn’t want to upset her brother, but he deserved to know that their mother might die. She couldn’t keep something like that to herself.

Davy hung his head, his eyes glistening with tears. ‘Nobody’s told me anything. Ain’t surprised though about Mum; she was suffering bad bronchitis when we come in.’ He balled his hands into fists. ‘We should’ve stayed outside. Sooner be dead than in here.’ He whipped up his face and growled, ‘Bet that’s what Dad thought when he knew where we was all heading. He drunk himself to death on purpose, the coward.’ He swiped his wet eyes with a sleeve. ‘I hate it, Lil. Can’t wait to go to the Cuckoo School. It can’t be worse than this.’

‘You got a place after all?’ Lily’s eyes widened on him.

Davy nodded and put his thin arms around his sister to protect her. A few older boys, starved of seeing any females, started touching her, more in wonder than in lust. Men and boys were dealt with by male staff. Their only contact with a woman might be if they were nursed in the infirmary.

‘Aren’t you going to the Industrial School?’ Davy asked urgently.

‘Matron said I’ll have to keep attending the school down the road, and that I’d get taught how to earn me keep washing and mangling here in the laundry. Seems that’s all she thinks I’m good for. Yet she can’t even spell “miscellaneous”. I saw it on the list she was writing,’ Lily scoffed. ‘Don’t care, anyway, what she thinks of me. And I’m glad I’m not getting sent away to school. I wouldn’t leave Mum. Not now … ’

‘I won’t go then … ’

‘You will! You must!’ Lily gave him a fierce frown. ‘You’ll get good work … have a future, Davy. It’s what Mum wanted. You have to go, for her sake as well as yours.’

He nodded in defeat. ‘I’ll come back for you, Lil, I swear it,’ Davy croaked. ‘Soon as I’ve got me job and me freedom, I’ll come and get you.’

‘Know you will.’ She gave him a final hug. The increased jostling heralded an officer having spotted her and he was pushing a path towards them. She quickly distanced herself from Davy, hoping to prevent him being punished for what she’d done. Lily felt her shoulder being grabbed, then she was spun around to find a man thrusting his bearded face close to hers.

‘You little hussy!’ He sounded disbelieving and looked her up and down, seeing from her uniform she was an inmate. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Larkin,’ Lily said.

‘How d’you manage this then, Larkin?’ He shook her by the shoulder.

She knew whatever she said it wouldn’t save her from what was coming to her. She tossed back her head, sending her chin-length dark locks swaying about her cheeks. It had been waist-length when she’d arrived but had been roughly cropped months ago. ‘Wouldn’t you like to know,’ she said.

He grabbed a hank of her hair, twisting it in his fist so her head was pulled aside. ‘Let’s see how funny you think it is when the master hears of this. Losing your crowning glory should keep you away from pestering the boys.’

Lily gave her brother a fierce frown, warning him not to get involved and jeopardise his school place. The shaven-headed boy acted as her ally, putting an arm round Davy’s shoulder and steering him out of sight.

Another officer was close by, gawping at her. ‘Larkin, did she say?’ He whispered something to his colleague.

‘Like your mother, are you, Larkin? Can see you’ve picked up her bad ways. Well, you’d better learn to curb your urges, ’cos fallen women often end up in the mortuary.’

‘What?’ Lily wrenched her arm free and grabbed at his instead, shaking it. ‘What do you mean by that? What are you saying about my mum?’

He ripped free of her grip, then slapped her hard across the face.

Lily gasped but kicked him, needing to provoke him into saying more. Her face was stinging and her chest heaving so rapidly she felt faint. She could guess what he meant, and she could feel her heart slowly breaking. In a rage of despair, she thumped him double-handed in the chest. ‘You tell me what you mean about my mum,’ she screamed.

‘I mean your mum’s dead and so’s the bastard she was carrying.’
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