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In memory of my mother who because of family circumstances had to leave grammar school at the age of fourteen. Like Helen, she left Newcastle to work in London.

I know she would have enjoyed this story.




Part One
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The Beginning

Newcastle, November 1929

Selma stared out at the darkening sky. Wind hurled rain and withered leaves against the window panes. Dr Charles Harris was checking through the papers on the desk in front of him. She heard him clear his throat and she turned to face him.

‘As far as I can see from the results of these tests there is no reason why you and Hugh cannot have a baby,’ he said. ‘You will just have to be patient.’

‘Patient! My life is slipping away. I’ll soon be middle aged!’

The consultant smiled. ‘You married very young, Selma. At twenty-six you are nowhere near middle aged.’

She shrugged impatiently. ‘I know. I exaggerate. It’s my nature. But Hugh is much older than I am.’

‘Hugh is the same age as me. Thirty-seven. Perhaps if you learned to relax you would conceive. Maybe a holiday? Some winter sun? Would you like that?’

Selma sighed and stared down at the gloves she had been twisting round with nervous fingers. ‘Perhaps.’

She rose abruptly and her gloves and handbag fell to the floor. Charles hurried round the desk to pick them up, saying, ‘I’ll have a word with Hugh.’

Selma got the impression that he was glad to be rid of her. Inside the car she stared ahead despondently. ‘Take me home, John,’ she said.

The chauffeur turned his head towards her. ‘We have to collect Mr Partington from Dean Street, madam.’

‘Of course. I forgot.’

Soon they had left the leafy avenues behind them and were driving through the town. Selma gazed at lighted shop windows and blurred forms of people hurrying with heads down through the slanting rain. Near Grey’s Monument a policeman raised his arms to direct the traffic, his white gloves standing out against the gloom.

The car slowed down as they passed a stationary tramcar. Selma glanced up at the people inside. Those who hadn’t found seats were hanging on to the overhead straps, huddled closely together. A boy, his nose pushed sideways as he pressed against the window, stared rudely into the interior of the luxurious car. When he saw that she had noticed him, he stuck out his tongue. Selma turned her head to look back at him. She grinned, stuck out her own tongue and crossed her eyes. She just had time to register his startled expression when there was an almighty thump and the car came to a screeching halt.

Selma was thrown forwards and she banged her head on the seat in front of her. When her head cleared she became aware of John saying over and over again. ‘Oh God no . . . Oh God no . . .’

‘What happened?’

‘She ran straight out between the tram and that car,’ the chauffeur said without turning to look at her. His hands gripped the steering wheel. ‘I didn’t stand a chance. As God is my witness, I didn’t stand a chance.’

The traffic had come to a halt and, as a curious crowd gathered, Selma got out of the car.

‘Don’t, Mrs Partington! Don’t look!’

John opened his door and almost fell out on to the road. But Selma was already kneeling to look down at the woman who lay there. There was no obvious injury and Selma reached for her hand. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘We’ll send for help. I’ll stay with you. I won’t leave you here alone.’

‘Please get back in the car, Mrs Partington,’ John said. And then, as if talking to a child, he added, ‘You’ll spoil your lovely coat kneeling there on the greasy cobbles.’

‘That’s right, madam.’ A policeman had appeared and was standing next to John. ‘It’s best if you go and sit down.’

John turned to the policeman. ‘I didn’t stand a chance,’ he said again. ‘She just ran out straight in front of me.’

‘I know, lad. I saw it all and so did many of these folk gathered here.’ He turned to the crowd. ‘If you’ve got anything to tell me would you return to the pavement and wait. Otherwise, you’ve stared your fill and it’s time you moved on.’ He turned to John. ‘Will you help your mistress? This isn’t seemly.’

‘No,’ Selma said. ‘I promised her I’d stay with her until help comes.’

The policeman knelt down and, taking off his white gloves, he gently took the woman’s hand from Selma. Taking her wrist between finger and thumb he felt for a pulse. The seconds ticked away until eventually he looked up and shook his head.

‘No!’ Selma cried. ‘She can’t be!’

‘I’m sorry, madam. She’s past help.’

Selma got to her feet and stared down at the woman. One shoe had come off and there was a darn in her stocking just above one knee. She stooped swiftly and pulled the woman’s coat down. At least I can protect her dignity, she thought.

As she turned to go her foot caught on something and she stumbled. She looked down and to her surprise she saw an orange, a splash of colour on the rain-dark road. A shopping bag lay nearby, the contents spilled and scattered. More oranges, apples, a loaf of bread, a jar of jam, the glass smashed and the red contents oozing out. Selma stared at the jam in horror. She was hurrying home to give her family their tea, she thought. They’ll be waiting for her. Wondering what treats she’s bringing.

She climbed into the car and sat there hunched and miserable, her own wretchedness momentarily forgotten. She closed her eyes but she was unable to rid herself of the image of the woman with the slightly surprised expression on her pleasant face. A woman whose homely life had been suddenly and wantonly interrupted.




Chapter One
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The last few lumps of coal smouldered in the grate and the room was chilly. Helen sat on the sofa with her younger sister Elsie. She put an arm round her and drew her close. The twins Joe and Danny, in their coats and ready to go, stood near the window, brown paper parcels tied with string at their feet. Every now and then Joe pushed the net curtain aside, and looked out at the drenched cobbles and the rain overflowing from the gutters of the houses opposite. Danny kept his head turned away from the window and stared at nothing in particular. Usually so easy-going and happy, the younger boy was now rigid with misery, his face pinched and drawn. Joe, the elder by ten minutes, simply looked angry.

It had been a week since their mother’s funeral but Aunt Jane had left it to the evening before to tell them that they were not going to be staying together.

‘I haven’t got room for all of them,’ she’d told their neighbour, Mrs Andrews. ‘And I can’t afford to take two growing boys. They’d eat me out of house and home. It might have been different if Grace had thought to take out a proper insurance policy. As it is, once the funeral’s paid for, that’s that.’

Jane Roberts, the widow of a bank manager, had shed no tears for her dead sister; nor had she offered any comfort to her nephews and nieces. She had come when Mrs Andrews had sent for her, and she had done her duty. If she had shown any sign of humanity it had been towards the youngest child. But not many people could resist Elsie. Simply to look at her was to make you draw your breath and wonder at her beauty. Her long hair was angel fair, her blue  eyes fringed with dark lashes. Small and fragile, she looked and behaved younger than her nine years.

Aunt Jane had been noticeably gentle with her and had encouraged her to eat the plain food she had provided. But Elsie had only nibbled at her bread and margarine and had pushed aside the plates of gristly stew. Eventually Aunt Jane lost patience with her and ignored her.

Today there was a clean cloth on the table in the front parlour and it was set with a generous plate of ham sandwiches and a sliced fruit cake. Aunt Jane had not come to sit with them as they waited. She had remained in the kitchen with Mrs Andrews. She had explained that she had things to talk about, arrangements to make about handing the keys back to the landlord and the like. Helen wondered if the truth was that their aunt could not face them. Maybe she felt guilty. But if she did, there was no sign of her having changed her mind.

Joe must have been looking the wrong way, for he was as startled as everyone else when there was a loud knock on the front door. A moment later Aunt Jane ushered a tall, thin gentleman into the room. ‘This is Mr Jenkins from Haven House,’ she said. ‘He’s come for the boys.’

The last sentence was unnecessary. They all knew very well why Mr Jenkins had come. The gentleman removed his hat and clutched it against his dripping mackintosh. His face was gaunt and his wrists were scrawny. He gazed with hopeful pleasure at the spread on the table.

‘Have you time for a cup of tea and a sandwich?’ Aunt Jane asked him. ‘I made the fruit cake myself.’

That was a lie. Helen had made the cake the day before, using up everything that was left in the larder. Mrs Andrews entered the room carrying the teapot. Mr Jenkins’ thin features stretched into a smile.

‘How kind of you, Mrs Roberts,’ he said.

He took a seat at the table and for a moment looked as though he didn’t know what to do with his hat until he put it on the floor underneath the seat. He helped himself to a sandwich then looked up and said, ‘What about the boys? Are they going to join me?’

‘Oh, no, the boys have already eaten.’

Danny and Joe stared at their aunt, disbelief in their eyes. ‘We haven’t already eaten,’ Joe said. ‘And I’m hungry.’

‘Me too,’ Danny added.

Aunt Jane looked flustered. She attempted an amused smile. ‘Now really, boys,’ she said. ‘How can you be hungry after that lovely dinner we had?’

‘It wasn’t lovely,’ Joe said. ‘And there wasn’t enough.’

An angry flush suffused their aunt’s puffy features. ‘Ungrateful child!’ She turned to Mr Jenkins. ‘Their mother spoiled them with fancy foods – more than she could afford, that’s what the trouble is. They are completely unaccustomed to good, plain old-fashioned meals.’

Before Mr Jenkins could reply, their neighbour, Mrs Andrews spoke up. ‘I’ve made up a few sandwiches with the ham that was left over. The boys can eat them on the train,’ she said. She looked at Aunt Jane defiantly. ‘I hope you don’t mind?’

Helen watched the conflicting expressions chase across her aunt’s face. ‘That’s kind of you,’ she said. ‘Although as it was me that provided the ham, you should have asked.’

Mrs Andrews refused to be intimidated. ‘And I’ve got them a comic each they can read on the journey.’

‘I’m not going!’ Joe said. ‘You can’t make me! Danny and I will stay here with Helen and Elsie.’

‘I’ve already told you that’s not possible,’ Aunt Jane said. ‘Helen is only fourteen. She is too young to look after you on her own. And in any case, what do you suppose you would live on? Where would the money come from?’

‘I’d get the money!’ Joe said. ‘I’d get a job.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, boy. You are only eleven years old, and even supposing you were allowed to leave school you wouldn’t be able to earn enough to keep the four of you.’

‘I’ll be twelve next April,’ Joe said. ‘You’re allowed to leave school at twelve if you have a proper job.’

‘I could work, too,’ Danny said. ‘We’d make enough between us. Tell, them, Helen. Tell them we want to stay together!’

The boys looked at her beseechingly and Helen felt as though her heart was breaking. ‘Aunt Jane is right,’ she said. ‘She cannot afford to take all of us.’

‘She’s taking you and Elsie,’ Joe said. ‘You two will be able to stay together. It’s only us that’s being sent away!’

‘It won’t be forever,’ Helen said. ‘We’ll write to each other, won’t we? And one day, I promise you, we’ll be together again.’

‘That’s what Grace would have wanted,’ Mrs Andrews interjected. Helen saw that their old friend was fighting back tears. ‘I would take the bairns if I could, but now that Albert’s on the dole and no prospect of a decent job, it’s all I can do to feed the two of us.’

‘All I can say is that my sister should have made proper provision for her children. But she was always feckless. Living from one day to the next without a care to what might happen.’

‘What else could she do?’ Mrs Andrews asked. ‘Grace was the sole breadwinner since Richard died. She spent her days cleaning other people’s houses and she spent every penny she earned on the bairns. And she never had any help from anyone except me.’

Helen thought Aunt Jane was going to choke on her own bile. ‘My sister married Richard Norton knowing he had a weak constitution. Our parents begged her not to. They wanted her to follow my example and marry a man with prospects and a good pension to provide for his widow when he died. But Grace would have her own way and this is the result.’ She glared angrily at Mrs Andrews but their neighbour would not be silenced.

‘It’s almost as if you blame the poor woman for getting knocked down,’ she said.

‘She just ran out without looking,’ Aunt Jane retorted. ‘The driver didn’t stand a chance. That’s what the policeman said.’

Joe and Danny were white-faced with strain. Elsie was frowning as if she was trying to understand the terrible world she had been thrust into.

‘Please stop!’ Helen said. ‘You’re upsetting the children.’

Mrs Andrews was mortified. ‘God forgive me,’ she said. ‘I never meant to upset the bairns.’

‘Well, you have,’ Aunt Jane said. ‘Fancy bringing all that up about the accident in front of them.’

‘It’s your fault,’ Joe exclaimed. ‘You started it.’

Aunt Jane turned on him. ‘How dare you!’ She became aware that Mr Jenkins was watching her. She pursed her lips angrily, then said, ‘Let me apologise for this disgraceful scene, Mr Jenkins. But I’m sure you’ll understand how upset we’ve been since poor Grace was run over.’

Mr Jenkins had had his fill of sandwiches and was on his second piece of fruit cake.

‘Would you like another cup of tea?’ Aunt Jane asked.

Mr Jenkins cleared his throat and glanced at the clock on the mantel. ‘I wouldn’t say no to a fill up,’ he said. ‘I must say, Mrs Roberts, if this is the way you feed these children then they have no cause for complaint. None whatsoever.’

Helen saw the fury in Joe’s eyes and she rose quickly and went over to the boys. ‘It’s all right, Joe,’ she said quietly. ‘We know the truth of it. Why don’t we go to the kitchen and collect those sandwiches that Mrs Andrews has made for you? You’ll enjoy them on the train. It will be like a picnic – a day out. Won’t it, Mr Jenkins?’

‘Erm, ah, yes,’ he said and Helen took no comfort from the unfocused look in his eyes.

Helen hurried the twins along to the kitchen with Mrs Andrews following. The sandwiches were in two paper bags on the scrubbed wooden table. Helen took down the string shopping bag from the hook on the larder door and put the sandwiches in it.

‘Here you are,’ Mrs Andrews said as she put a couple of comic strip papers in with the sandwiches. ‘My grandson is finished with them.’

Neither of the boys spoke. Joe looked angrier than ever and Danny had retreated to some lonely place inside himself. The overhead gas mantle flickered, dimmed, then went out. The fire in the range was hardly bright enough to keep the shadows at bay. Helen heard one of the boys sob and was surprised to see that it was Joe; plucky, spirited Joe. She reached out and put her arms round him but he shook her off.

Their aunt entered the kitchen. ‘It’s time for you to go,’ she said.

Joe scrubbed at his face angrily with white clenched knuckles but Danny said, ‘It’s all right, Helen. I understand. We’ll write to each other like you say.’

Helen gave him a hug but although he didn’t shake her off like Joe had done, he held himself stiffly.

‘Mr Jenkins is waiting,’ Aunt Jane said impatiently. ‘Now come along and get your parcels. You have a train to catch.’

‘Goodbye, lads,’ Mrs Andrews said. ‘I won’t come to the door, if you don’t mind.’ She sank down on to one of the wooden kitchen chairs.

Neither of the twins answered her. They followed their aunt along the passage to the front parlour and picked up the parcels containing all their clothes.

‘Don’t forget your sandwiches,’ Helen said, and Danny held out an arm so that she could slip the string bag over it.

Mr Jenkins rose from the table and got halfway to the door before he remembered the hat he had placed under his chair. Once he had retrieved it he hurried ahead. ‘Come along, lads,’ he said with an air of hearty cheeriness. It was the first time he had spoken to them directly. He turned to Aunt Jane. ‘And I can assure you, Mrs Roberts, that you have done the right thing. Your nephews will be very well looked after at Haven House.’

Suddenly both boys dropped their parcels and rushed back to the sofa where Elsie still sat. They both dropped to their knees and hugged her in turn.

‘Goodbye, little’un,’ Joe said. ‘Promise not to forget me.’

‘Nor me,’ Danny said.

Elsie, eyes wide but unseeing, nodded mutely. She had not spoken for days. Pain and bewilderment had imprisoned her in a silent world.

Mr Jenkins cleared his throat. The boys rose, picked up their parcels and without another word they left the house they had lived in since the day they were born.

Aunt Jane, having seen them off, came back into the front parlour  and frowned. ‘It’s dark in here,’ she said. ‘I suppose I’ll have to put something in the gas meter.’

She left the room and went along to the kitchen where she had left her handbag. A little later Helen heard a coin drop into the meter on the wall behind the front door. One penny, Helen thought. One penny to measure out the time we have left here. She knew they would be going to Aunt Jane’s house that very night and she wondered why they weren’t setting off straight away, unless their aunt had decided to let them eat up the sandwiches and fruit cake before they left.

Helen heard raised voices from the kitchen. Both the parlour and the kitchen doors were open and the angry words echoed along the passage.

‘Do it yourself,’ Helen heard Mrs Andrews say at full volume. ‘Get your own hands dirty. I’m not your servant, you know. I came to help because Grace was my friend and I love those bairns like they were my own.’

Her aunt did not reply. After a short while she appeared carrying burning coals on a shovel. She must have lifted them from the kitchen range. She knelt down and tipped them into the grate. After arranging them carefully she stood up and sighed. ‘There’s no more coal,’ she said. ‘So that will have to do.’

‘Are we staying here for tea?’ Helen asked.

Her aunt did not reply. Glancing briefly at the clock, she took a taper from the jug in the hearth and lit the gas mantle before closing the curtains and returning to the kitchen. A faint warmth now emanated from the fireplace and, with the curtains drawn against the miserable November evening, the room seemed to give faint echoes of happier times.

Helen gazed into the heart of the fire. She remembered the games they had played trying to see pictures in the fire. As she watched the coals shifted and settled, sending a shower of ash on to the hearth. She half rose, intending to sweep the hearth clean, but sank back on to the sofa when she realised there was no point.

Aunt Jane returned and went to check her reflection in the mirror hanging on the wall above the fireplace. Her greying brown hair was  parted in the centre and scraped back into a bun at the nape of her neck. She tucked a stray wisp behind one ear and then picked up the comb that was kept on the mantelshelf.

‘Tidy your hair,’ she said to Helen. ‘Come here, Elsie. Your ribbons are falling out.’

Not understanding why they should have to do this right now, Helen, nevertheless, went over to the mirror, removed the hairclips that kept her unruly dark blond hair from falling across her face, dragged the comb through it and replaced the clips. By the time she had finished Aunt Jane had retied the blue ribbons in Elsie’s hair and had led her to the table.

‘Time for tea,’ Aunt Jane said and the younger girl looked at her uncomprehendingly. ‘Hurry up, Helen,’ their aunt added. ‘We haven’t got all day.’

‘You want us to eat the sandwiches and cake?’ Helen asked.

‘What a silly question. Of course I do. Now sit there with Elsie while I go and get a jug of milk.’

Helen was utterly confused. Mr Jenkins had been given tea, probably so that Aunt Jane could make a good impression – pretend to be the caring aunt. The boys, who might have eaten everything that Mr Jenkins left, had been denied. And now she and Elsie had been prettied up and asked to sit at the table. Was Aunt Jane expecting another visitor or was this gesture simply to impress kind old Mrs Andrews? Helen doubted it.

Elsie was staring at her plate. The best china, Helen realised. Her mother’s precious rose-patterned tea set. It wasn’t really valuable but it had cost more than they could afford. Her mother had bought it from a stall in the Grainger market week by week, a cup and saucer, a tea plate, the sugar bowl, the milk jug and eventually the teapot. How excited they had all been when their mother had brought that teapot home. She had placed it in the china cabinet along with the rest of the set.

She had stood back and regarded the display with pleasure for a while, then she had said, ‘Well, I’m not going to let them sit there all the time. If we have nice things we should use them. And not just for high days and holidays like birthdays or Christmas. We’ll get  them out each Sunday teatime. Make the day special.’

Aunt Jane was going to take the tea set. She had told Mrs Andrews that most of the things in the house were worthless but, even so, she had arranged for Gardiner’s auction rooms to come and collect everything. Everything except the tea set and her sister’s few pieces of jewellery.

‘Anything Gardiner’s won’t take you can have,’ she’d said condescendingly to Mrs Andrews.

‘Good of you,’ their neighbour had replied dryly. ‘And I suppose you’ll be keeping the jewellery for Helen and Elsie?’

Aunt Jane had pursed her lips and nodded and no more had been said.

Mrs Andrews came into the parlour carrying a jug of milk. ‘I’ve warmed it for you,’ she said. ‘You need a hot drink on a day like this.’

While she was pouring the milk into their cups there was a knock at the front door.

‘I’ll get it,’ Aunt Jane called out from the kitchen and Helen heard her hurrying along the passage.

Mrs Andrews saw Helen’s enquiring look and shook her head. ‘Don’t ask me,’ she said. ‘It’s too late in the day for Gardiner’s men to come, and the rent collector won’t come for the keys until the end of the week.’

They heard the door open and Aunt Jane asking someone to come in. The door closed and a soft voice asked, ‘Which way?’

‘Just here,’ Aunt Jane said. ‘The girls are having tea in the front parlour.’

A moment later their aunt ushered the most beautiful woman Helen had ever seen into the room. She felt a moment of guilt because of course their mother had been beautiful – but work and worry had etched sad lines into their mother’s gentle face, whereas this woman had the unlined features of a delicate porcelain doll.

She was wearing a belted camel coat with a fur collar, and her silvery-blond hair hung down to her shoulders in a long bob. She looks like the film star Constance Bennett, Helen thought. She remembered the night when Mrs Andrews had looked after the  younger children and she had gone to the pictures with her mother to see a film all about spies. They had both been overwhelmed by the leading lady’s beauty. Helen looked at their visitor and frowned. Whether or not their visitor reminded her of her mother’s favourite film star, she was sure she had seen her before. But she couldn’t remember where or when.

Without being asked their visitor had taken a seat at the table. ‘The boys have gone?’ she asked.

Aunt Jane glanced briefly at Helen and then replied, ‘You’ve just missed them. I’m sorry, did you want to see them?’

‘Oh, no. That’s all right. I just wanted to know that they are safely on their way to Haven House. It’s an excellent facility. I know how much you wanted to keep your nephews with you but you won’t regret this. They will both continue their education and be trained for some sort of occupation.’

And then Helen remembered where she had seen their guest. It had been on the day of their mother’s funeral. She had been sitting at the back of the church but she had not joined the funeral party. When the service was over she had exchanged a brief word with Aunt Jane, but their aunt had never explained the incident.

Now Helen thought she understood. This lady was obviously rich and she was some sort of do-gooder. She had heard of the family’s plight. Maybe she had read the report in the newspaper and that was why she had attended the funeral. Their aunt must have gone to meet her one day – the day she had told them she had some legal business to see to – and the arrangements had been made to send the boys to Haven House. But fancy Aunt Jane telling the lady that she didn’t want to part with the twins. She must have been overjoyed that what she saw as a burden had been lifted from her shoulders.

‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ she asked their guest.

‘No thank you.’

Helen’s frown deepened. For some reason their visitor looked and sounded nervous – but it was an excited kind of nervous, as if something special was about to happen.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Quite sure. I’ll just wait until Elsie has finished eating and then we should go.’

We, not I. Helen fought down a feeling of alarm. She glanced at her younger sister. Elsie still had not spoken but she was staring at their visitor with wonder in her eyes. The lady smiled at her. ‘Have you had sufficient to eat?’ she asked gently.

‘She hasn’t eaten anything,’ Helen said, knowing how hostile she sounded.

‘Hasn’t she? Oh dear, we shall have to see if we can persuade her.’ She smiled encouragingly at Elsie and said, ‘I wonder what you would like? How about jelly and ice cream? Would you like that, Elise?’

‘Her name’s Elsie,’ Helen said and was rewarded with a brief impatient frown.

‘Oh yes, of course. And what about chocolate biscuits? Would you like that, my dear?’

‘She’d just be sick if she had all that, and in any case we haven’t got any.’

‘Helen, mind your manners!’ Aunt Jane said. ‘You must talk politely to Mrs Partington.’

‘Why?’ Helen began to feel frightened. Something was going to happen. Something had been planned and she was filled with a sense of foreboding.

‘Because—’ Aunt Jane began but Mrs Partington smiled and shook her head.

‘It’s quite all right, Mrs Roberts. It’s natural for the child to be upset at such a time. She will feel better when you’re settled in your own comfortable home.’

‘I like chocolate biscuits.’

They all turned to stare at Elsie. She was looking at their visitor and smiling shyly.

Mrs Partington was delighted. ‘Of course you do. Come here, child. Come and tell me what else you like.’

Elsie slipped down from her chair and went up close to Mrs Partington, who immediately lifted her up on to her knee. Elsie  looked up at her wonderingly and then raised a hand to stroke the fur collar of her coat. Their visitor laughed.

‘Do you like that?’ she asked. ‘It’s nice and soft, isn’t it?’

Elsie nodded shyly.

‘Would you like a coat with a fur collar? And perhaps a little fur muff to keep your hands warm?’

‘Yes, I would.’

‘No!’ Helen exclaimed. ‘You’re going to take her away, aren’t you? You’re going to take her away from me!’

Mrs Partington put both arms round Elsie and held her close. ‘Please don’t make a fuss,’ she said. ‘Your aunt and I have discussed this and we think it would be best for your little sister to come with me. Don’t you want her to be happy?’

‘Of course I do! But I want her to be happy here with me in the home she loves.’

Mrs Partington looked at Helen over Elsie’s head and her blue eyes suddenly looked like chips of ice. ‘But you’re not staying here, are you? You are going to your aunt’s house. Elise has never lived there.’ Her soft voice and gently reasonable words belied the look in her eyes as she continued, ‘I know you love her, my dear, and what sort of sister would deny this little girl the life that I can give her?’

‘You mean because you’re rich!’

Mrs Partington’s eyes widened as if Helen had said something that no reasonable person could argue with. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘And now, I think it’s time we went home. Do you want to come with me, Elise darling?’

Elsie did not reply and hope leapt in Helen’s breast until she saw that her sister had fallen asleep in Mrs Partington’s arms. Her head was resting against the soft fur of the coat’s collar and she was smiling peacefully. She hadn’t smiled like that since before their mother had died.

Mrs Partington rose carefully and looked at Aunt Jane. She spoke in a whisper. ‘If you could open the front door for me I’ll carry her out to the car.’

Aunt Jane spoke equally softly. ‘I’ll get the child’s clothes. They’re all ready in a little suitcase.’

Mrs Partington smiled and shook her head. ‘There’s no need,’ she said. ‘Elise won’t require them now. We’ll just go quickly. The poor child has suffered enough and I don’t want her upset by any display of hysterics.’ Those last words were spoken directly to Helen.

Aunt Jane fixed Helen with a steely gaze as if to say: Nothing will make me change my mind.

She hurried out into the passage. Mrs Partington, carrying Elsie, walked out leaving a subtle waft of floral perfume behind her. Helen hurried to the window and pulled the curtain and the net aside. A large motorcar was parked outside, gleaming wetly in the light from the streetlamps. The house door opened, spilling light on to the glistening pavements, and a man in uniform got out of the car and opened the door.

Mrs Partington slid into the back seat still cradling Elsie in her arms. She nodded to Aunt Jane before the chauffeur closed the door. Aunt Jane hurried back into the house and the car started up and slid away along the street into the enveloping shadows.

Helen heard her aunt hurrying along the passage to the kitchen and then the sound of voices as she and Mrs Andrews held a brief conversation. There was a moment’s silence before Aunt Jane left the kitchen and went upstairs. Helen leaned her head against the windowpane, closed her eyes, and began to cry.

‘There, there, pet, don’t take on so.’

Helen opened her eyes and saw in the reflection of the room in the window that Mrs Andrews had entered carrying an empty tray.

‘Did you know this was going to happen?’

‘No, pet. I didn’t.’ Mrs Andrews began to clear the table. ‘And your aunt wants you to get ready to go now. She’s gone upstairs to collect her things and then you’ll be off to her place.’

‘I won’t go!’

‘You’ll have to. I’m clearing the house and handing the keys back to the landlord.’

‘I’d find somewhere else.’

‘Mebbes you would, but if you ran away and the Welfare found  you they’d put you in a home for bad girls, and then when would you see your brothers and sister again? You’ve promised them that you’ll all be together one day, haven’t you?’

Helen clenched her fists. ‘Yes, I did. And I meant it.’

‘There you are, then. And think on this, Helen. Your little sister will be better off living with that kind lady than with your Aunt Jane.’
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Wherever life takes them,
she’ll always remember...

Memories
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