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Chapter Three

The house seemed so deserted when Winnie returned from school. 
She went upstairs to her room and tried to keep herself  busy 

by tidying up her few belongings. She made sure that Will’s clothes 
were well hidden under her mattress, then took from a cupboard her 
one special possession. It was a tin which her mother had given her 
just before she died. Carefully, Winnie took off the lid and handled 
the precious items which were inside. In an envelope was her birth 
certificate and also Will’s. It was strange that her father didn’t come 
looking for that before he took Will away. Maybe he had forgotten 
about it because birth certificates had been introduced soon after 
they were born. She had promised her Mam to keep these things 
safe and not let her father get hold of  them. Another envelope had 
some money inside, which was for emergencies. There were some 
very pretty pieces of  jewellery as well, wrapped in a handkerchief  on 
which the letters E.M.E. had been interwoven by embroidery. There 
was also a very small, black leather Bible. Winnie loved the feel of  
the leather as she stroked her hand over it and the leathery smell 
was lovely too. It reminded her of  her Mam who used to read from 
it every day. When she became too sick to be able to read it herself, 
Winnie or Will read to her after school. Her Mam had given it to her 
and told her to read it every day for it was the most precious book in 
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the whole, wide world. Winnie loved to look at the Bible, but the print 
was very small and she hadn’t yet begun to read it for herself.

Carefully, Winnie packed her treasures away for she knew her 
father would soon be back. 

What was she supposed to do all day long since she was not 
allowed to go to school? Maybe she should start to scrub the doorstep 
like her Mam had done when she was well. If  her Pa saw she was 
busy, perhaps he wouldn’t send her out to work as a servant but let 
her stay at home and look after the house.

The step was almost finished when her father returned. He had 
no smile for his daughter, though he did take care as he stepped over 
the wet doorstep. 

“Is Will alright?” she couldn’t help asking. Her Pa just nodded and 
gave a grunt.

“I need a cup of  tea and then I’m going out to look for work. 
Maybe someone will give me work clearing up in the market. I’ll be 
back at six for my tea,” he said.

“I hope you get some work, Pa,” Winnie answered, “because the 
housekeeping tin is almost empty—we need food.”

“Alright, don’t tell me what to do young lady. The sooner we get 
you a job the better. We’ll talk about that tonight,” he said crossly.

Once he had finished his tea he went out, slamming the door 
behind him. Winnie sat in the rocking chair and began to cry. What 
was she going to do? What would happen to her? 
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Winnie spent the rest of  the afternoon spring cleaning the house. 
It made her feel better to work hard and make things look nicer. 
Her Mam had always kept everything clean and tidy and had been 
proud of  their little house. Once the housework was finished Winnie 
took the basket and the last penny from the housekeeping tin and 
went out to the shops. In those days the shops stayed open well into 
the evening. The butcher was a big man who always seemed to be 
cheerful and gave Winnie a smile when she walked into his shop.

“Well, here’s a sight to cheer a man’s heart,” he said. “What can I 
do for this pretty lass?”

“Have you got two small pieces of  liver?” she asked politely.

“Only two today, Winnie?” the butcher looked at her. “Who is 
going without their tea? Someone been naughty in your house and 
going to bed without any supper?” he said in fun.

“Oh no, it’s not like that,” replied Winnie, with a tear trickling 
down her face. “Our Will has been taken to the workhouse and soon 
I’m to be sent away into service.”

“I’m so sorry, dear,” said the kindly butcher. “I didn’t mean to 
upset you. Things have been bad for you all since your poor mother 
died. Let me get that liver for you.”

He cut two small slices of  liver and wrapped them in paper, then 
added a sausage and a slice of  bacon as well.  “That’s a little gift from 
me,” he added, taking only a farthing for the liver and handing her 
three farthings in change from the penny she handed him.

“Thank you so much, you are so kind,” Winnie said with a smile 
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as she went to the greengrocer’s shop to buy two potatoes and then 
to the grocer to get some stale bread. At least tonight they would not 
go to bed hungry. Maybe that would put her Pa into a better mood.

At the workhouse, Will was taken into the classroom. The teacher 
was not happy at being interrupted and glowered at his new pupil.

“Sit at that bench,” he said, pointing his cane in the direction of  
the back row where three boys were already squashed together. Will 
did as he was told, the boys squeezing up to make room. 

“His name is Fred,” Matron told the teacher. “He’s eleven and 
healthy.”

At least the lessons were easy! All the questions he was asked by 
the teacher he was able to answer and when called out to read from 
the book which they were using for English, he had no problems. For 
the first time that day, someone smiled at him.

“Not bad, Fred. Not bad at all. Maybe at last I have got a scholar 
among you lot of  dimwits,” he told the class.

After school had finished the boys crowded round Will.

“Who are you then, teacher’s pet?” sneered one big lad. “We’ll 
soon make you sorry that you know so much!”

“Fred, Fred, too many brains in his head,” chanted another boy 
and then everyone seemed to take it up and the whole room rang 
with their taunts. 

Only one lad, who was much smaller and had metal braces around 
his legs, stood up for him.
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“Shut up, you lot, or we’ll have Matron beating us all for being too 
noisy! Leave the lad alone and let him get used to this ‘orrible place.”

After a lunch that consisted of  thin cabbage soup and a lump of  
stale bread, the boys were sent out into a playground for an hour. 
Leapfrog was one of  the most popular games and since Will had a 
strong back, he was included. He felt sorry for the boy who had stood 
up for him because he wasn’t able to join in and just stood around 
most of  the time. After a while, Will left the game and went to talk 
with the boy. He asked him his name and learnt he was called Eric 
and was also eleven, but because he had deformed legs, he was small 
for his age.

“Have you been here long?” Will asked him, telling him that really 
he was called Wilfred and usually called Will by his friends.

“I’ve lived here all my life, or as long as I can remember,” Eric told 
him. “My mother died giving birth to me and I don’t know about my 
father. It’s alright so long as you do what you’re told and don’t wet 
the bed. Heaven help you if  you are a bed-wetter!” he warned Will.

“Thank you for standing up for me after school,” said Will. “I 
can’t help it if  I learn easily. My twin sister and I were always top of  
our classes.”

“Don’t let them get you down. You have to stand up for yourself  
here. Some of  those boys are bullies, but it’s because we are all bullied 
by the staff. They know no better.”

By the end of  the day, Will knew that he had made a new friend 
in Eric and somehow that made things just a little more bearable. 
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When he was getting ready for bed in the long, cold dormitory, he 
found he was sleeping next to Eric and was able to help him take the 
irons off his legs and get into his nightshirt. 

“One day I’ll get out of  this place and then take care of  Winnie,” 
he promised himself  as he fell asleep from exhaustion.
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