



[image: Cover Image]





Elizabeth Jeffrey was born in Wivenhoe, a small waterfront town near Colchester, and has lived there all her life. She began writing short stories over thirty years ago, in between bringing up her three children and caring for an elderly parent. More than 100 of her stories went on to be published or broadcast; in 1976 she won a national short story competition and her success led her onto write full-length novels for both adults and children.




Also by Elizabeth Jeffrey:


Fields of Bright Clover


Mollie on the Shore


The Weaver’s Daughter


Cast a Long Shadow


Ginny Appleyard


The Buttercup Fields


Far Above the Rubies


Hannah Fox


Dowlands’ Mill



Copyright


Published by Piatkus


ISBN: 978-0-3494-0696-1


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 2000 by Elizabeth Jeffrey


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Piatkus


Little, Brown Book Group


100 Victoria Embankment


London, EC4Y 0DY


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




To my family in Richmond
Chris, Julie and their children
Katie, James and Daniel
with my love




Chapter One


In spite of the warm September sunshine outside it was cool in the stone-flagged dairy. Even so, Joanna wiped her arm across her brow as she kept the handle of the butter churn turning, for it was hot, tedious work. From time to time she stopped and took out the bung to peer inside, as much to give herself a rest as to see how the butter was coming.


‘Here, let me do it, Jo.’ Suddenly, she found herself elbowed out of the way by a young man in a tattered shirt and trousers, spattered with yellow swarf thrown up from the grindstone where he worked. He began to turn the handle vigorously.


She shook his arm. ‘Not too fast, Tom. If it’s over-churned it’ll spoil and I’ll get another beating from t’Mester,’ she said anxiously.


He slowed down and looked at her. ‘Saul Bradshaw’s a cruel pig, treating you the way he does. And his sons, too. They’re no better. They ought to be ashamed, and you no more than a bit of a lass.’ The handle began to turn faster again as his temper rose and once again she laid a restraining hand on his arm.


‘It’s all right, Tom, really it is. Martha looks out for me.’ She grinned at him. ‘At least she sees to it I get enough to eat. Not like you, any road, half starved all the time.’ She went over and fetched him a dipper of milk from a basin on the shelf.


‘Thanks, Jo.’ He drank it down gratefully and went back to his churning.


The door opened, letting in a shaft of sunlight, and they both turned, starting guiltily. But it was only Martha, Saul’s wife, a small, wiry woman whose tiny frame belied her strength. In her early fifties, her face was wizened, furrowed with deep lines; wisps of thin grey hair escaped from under her cap. She was carrying a large basket with a cloth spread over its base.


‘Is t’butter done, lass?’ she asked briskly as she came in. ‘Aye, I can hear it is. Stop that, Tom lad, or it’ll be spoiled.’ She looked him up and down. ‘No work today, lad?’


‘It’s Monday, Missus. Mester never works on Mondays. I’m supposed to clear up the hull and put fresh water ready for the trow, but I can do that later when there’s nobody about.’


‘You mean when my man has done for the day,’ Martha said with a grim smile. ‘That’ll not be till the light’s gone. He’d work all night if he could see to do it. Sundays, too, if it weren’t the Lord’s Day. And he’d have his sons doing t’same if they weren’t working their own stones now. Not that he ever spends owt,’ she added with more than a trace of bitterness. She smiled at Tom. ‘You’re a good lad to come and gie t’lass a hand. I hope she’s gi’en you a sup o’ milk for your pains.’


He grinned back at her. ‘Aye, Mrs Bradshaw. She has.’


‘Good.’ She looked round the neat dairy and nodded. ‘Well, I can finish up in here now,’ she said to Joanna. ‘While you go and fetch me some blackberries from the wood.’


Joanna looked doubtful. ‘T’Mester said I’d to dig up the rest of the tatties this afternoon.’


‘Caleb can do that. He’s a lazy lout.’ She held out the basket. ‘Never you mind digging tatties, you do as I say and go and pick blackberries for me. It’ll be cool in t’wood, and Tom can help you if he’s nowt better to do.’ She winked at them. ‘I want plenty, mind, so I shan’t expect you back for a while. Blackberries make lovely jelly but it teks a lot of fruit for a gill of juice. Go on now, lass, be gone in case Saul decides to come back early.’


‘Thanks, Martha.’ Joanna flung her arms round Martha’s neck. ‘You’re good to me.’


‘Go on, away with you,’ Martha shooed them out of the door, but she was pleased. Nobody else showed her any affection.


She stood at the door of the dairy, shading her eyes, watching them take the path along by the narrow but fast-flowing River Porter towards the wood.


They were a strange pair. Tom, a tall, gangling youth of some sixteen or seventeen years – nobody was exactly sure how old he was – with a shock of black hair that made his pale face look even paler under its grime, and Joanna, small and slight with tangled fair curls and a peaches and cream complexion that no amount of weathering could spoil. Martha’s gaze softened as she watched her tripping along beside the boy and she realised with something of a shock that it was over fifteen years now since that bitterly cold March morning when she’d found her. It had been on a morning when frost had turned everything into a white fairyland and traced such thick icy patterns on the windows that she’d somehow known something magical was about to happen as she’d wrapped herself up in a blanket and gone out to milk the cows. And she’d been right, because there in the cowshed she had seen, by the light of the lantern, this tiny bundle lying in the feeding trough among the hay. Not crying, not sleeping, just lying there, looking, its blue eyes wide and trusting. Just like the Baby Jesus, the thought had come unbidden to her mind. Only the Baby Jesus hadn’t been wrapped in a blue velvet cloak like this baby.


And this baby wasn’t a boy, it was a girl, the daughter she had always longed for after bearing two strapping boys, Jacob, who by that time was nineteen, already married and a father himself, and Caleb, who was five years younger.


Saul had been furious when she carried the child into the house. He had warned her to get rid of it, he was having no squalling brat in his house, taking up time she should be spending on other things. When she refused he’d even tried to wrest it from her and throw it in the river; worse, he’d threatened to feed it to the pigs.


Martha smiled grimly to herself at the memory of that day. It was not often that she stood up to her husband, the consequences were too painful. But in this she had refused to give in. The child had been put there, she’d argued, just as the Holy Child had been laid in a manger. Therefore it was their Christian duty to care for it. It was a Sign. Thinking about it afterwards she was convinced that it was only this comparison that had swayed him. He was not a particularly religious man but he was afraid of the wrath of God. He didn’t consider his life was blessed with good fortune as it was, but a Sign was a Sign and he was not prepared to risk God’s anger descending on him further. Grudgingly, he’d agreed it could remain, as long as she kept it out of his way.


Martha was not concerned with his motives, she simply thanked the Good Lord that the child hadn’t been left in the dairy.


Tom and Joanna reached Hangingwater Lane, the road that crossed the stone bridge over the river and led down into the town. It was little more than a wide tree-lined track at this point, but further along it widened and joined other roads leading down into the busy town of Sheffield. They crossed over and plunged into the cool green wood, avoiding by common consent the cart track used by the strange-looking charcoal burner who lived in the wood with his daughter, keeping instead to the small path beside the rushing, tumbling river. Here the blackberries hung shiny and succulent. Tom cut a stick with which to hold down the high brambles where the biggest berries hung and it wasn’t long before the basket was full and their arms stained with a mixture of blackberry juice and blood from the bramble thorns. Satisfied with their efforts they hid the basket under the bushes and went and sat by the river to eat the packet of bread and cheese that Martha had concealed under the cloth that lined it.


They munched slowly, savouring every mouthful. When every last crumb had gone they ate their fill of blackberries, then scrambled down the bank and washed their faces and hands in the cold, clear, swiftly running water of the river.


‘That was a feast fit for a king,’ Tom declared, lying back contentedly and squinting up through the trees at the sky.


Joanna stayed crouched by the water’s edge, letting the cool water trickle through her fingers.


‘This could be the exact spot where they found my mother,’ she mused. She turned her head to look at Tom. ‘I told you, didn’t I, Tom? She was found drowned in this river, caught up in the roots of a tree by her long fair hair.’


‘Yes, Jo, you’ve told me,’ he said quietly, sitting up. ‘Many times,’ he added under his breath.


‘Look, there are gnarled roots reaching right down into the water over there on the other side.’ She pointed across the river, then turned back to him. ‘I reckon this was the very spot, don’t you, Tom?’


He nodded. ‘Could be.’ He sighed. ‘You’re lucky, Jo. At least you know who your mother was. All I know about my mother is that she died when I was born. In the workhouse. That’s a terrible place, Jo.’ He shuddered. ‘I was glad when Zack Wenlock took me on as his apprentice.’


She went and sat beside him. ‘But he’s horrible to you, Tom. How can you say that?’ she said, frowning.


He shuddered again. ‘You don’t know what it was like in that workhouse. Anything’s better than that,’ he said vehemently. He stared into the water for several minutes, then shrugged. ‘I don’t blame Zack for the way he treats me. He didn’t want me in the first place. But the workhouse people said he’d got to take a boy in, so he chose me. I suppose I looked as if I might die so he thought he wouldn’t have to keep me for too long.’ He chuckled. ‘But I didn’t die, did I? I’ve been with him for nearly eight years now. Only another four and I’ll be out of my time and I can leave him and go down into the town and earn my own living.’ He turned his head to smile at her, a smile that lit up his pale face and gave a hint of the handsome man he could become. ‘And when I’ve made my way in the world I shall come back and take you away from all this, Jo. We’ll be married and live in a fine house. What do you think of that?’


She threw her head back and gave a peal of laughter. ‘Oh, Tom, I’m not going to marry a grinder.’


He flushed with annoyance. ‘I’m not a grinder, I’m a penknife maker. At least, I will be when I’m out of my time. Any road, you’d be better off with me than living with Saul Bradshaw and his sons,’ he said huffily. ‘They treat you worse than a servant. You get all the rough work to do. You’re nothing but a slave in that house. And it’ll never be any different.’


‘Yes, it will, because I’ll not stay there for ever,’ Joanna said firmly. ‘When I find my mother’s family they’ll take me away to live with them. They’re very well-to-do, you know,’ she said in a prim voice.


‘Aye, so you’ve said.’ Unimpressed, Tom picked a blade of grass and began to chew it. ‘Although you’re only saying that because you were wrapped in a blue velvet cloak when Martha found you. That doesn’t mean owt. It certainly doesn’t mean your family’s well-to-do.’


‘Yes, it does,’ Joanna said crossly. ‘It’s a very good quality cloak, Martha says. She’s folded it up and put it away carefully till I’m grown up.’ She leaned towards him. ‘And it’s not only the material that’s quality. It’s got a silver clasp. Well, half of it’s not there but the bit that’s left is silver. Real silver. Martha hid it away so t’mester shouldn’t see it and want to sell it, but she showed it me once.’ She leaned back to see what impression her words had made on him.


To her disappointment Tom’s expression didn’t change. He continued to chew glumly on the blade of grass. ‘If you come from such a well-to-do family why doesn’t Saul Bradshaw treat you better?’ he said at last. ‘Why didn’t he try and find out where your mother came from?’


‘I dunno,’ she said impatiently. ‘Well, perhaps he did. Perhaps my mother came from a long way off. I don’t know, do I?’ Her expression went dreamy. ‘But Martha said she was a very pretty girl. They found her in the river a few days after they’d found me but nobody knew where she’d come from. Martha says I look a bit like her.’ She turned to him. ‘Anyway, one day I shall find out for myself. I shall make enquiries.’ She’d heard Martha use those words but she wasn’t entirely sure what they meant, except that it was something to do with finding her family. She sighed. ‘I expect I really belong in one of those big houses up Endcliffe way.’


Tom got to his feet. ‘Well, at the moment you belong at Bradshaw’s Farm and if you don’t get back there soon you’ll feel the weight of Saul Bradshaw’s strap across your back,’ he said cruelly. He had loved Joanna for as long as he could remember and it was his ambition to marry and cherish her. To hear her talk of her wealthy family made him feel jealous and inadequate and to lash out with his tongue was the only way he could give vent to his feelings.


She turned to him, aware that he was in some way upset. ‘Don’t worry, Tom,’ she said kindly. ‘When I get back to my rightful family I shan’t forget you. I’ll never forget you, Tom.’ She laid her hand on his arm. ‘You’re my friend and you shall come and work in the stables at my house. You’ll be my favourite groom.’


He shook her hand off. ‘I don’t know anything about horses,’ he muttered, refusing to be patronised.


‘Well, I’m sure I’ll be able to find something for you to do.’ She looked up into his face. ‘I mean it, Tom. I shan’t forget you. I promise.’


Suddenly, they heard the muffled sound of horse’s hoofs coming along the cart track on the other side of the bramble hedge.


‘It’s the old charcoal burner and his daughter!’ Tom whispered. ‘Nobody else comes along here. Let’s watch, but keep quiet so they don’t see us and give us the evil eye.’


They peered through the thicket of bushes just as the cart, carrying poles from trees that had been coppiced further down the valley, came into view. It was pulled by a tired old nag and walking beside it were two people, the charcoal burner, a tall figure in a smoke-blackened coat that reached below his knees and an old stove-pipe hat, and his daughter, almost as tall as her father, wearing a tattered dress that had once been yellow and a shawl that showed shadowy remnants of a paisley pattern. On her head was a black straw hat with limp-looking greyish flowers round the brim. Both were black from the charcoal and smoke, and neither looked to left nor right as they walked. But it was the man that held a fearful fascination for the couple watching. Because almost the whole of one side of his face was missing, leaving nothing but a long, purple, puckered scar from where his eye had been to the corner of his mouth. To add to his bizarre appearance, he wore a black patch over the missing eye. It was said he had stopped a musket ball whilst fighting with Wellington at the Battle of Waterloo, but nobody knew whether or not this was true because he was not a man to question. He went quietly about his business of collecting the wood from the coppiced trees, bringing it back to his hut in the woods to burn, then delivering the charcoal to the industrial furnaces in the town. It was common knowledge that charcoal fires made the best steel and Jack Ingram, even if he did only have one eye and only half a jaw, made the best charcoal.


Rumour had it that his daughter Liddy was a witch and with her strange dark eyes and wild, unkempt appearance most folk believed this. Indeed, Joanna and Tom had sometimes seen her at a distance in the woods gathering herbs and berries for the potions she brewed on the fire outside the hut where she lived with her father. Which was another very good reason for leaving the strange pair alone.


When the little cavalcade had gone past the two watching solemnly touched their noses and then spat on the ground because they’d seen a witch. Then they retrieved the basket of blackberries and hurried back to the farm.


Tom left Joanna to take the blackberries in to Martha while he carried on past the farmhouse and crossed the river by the rather rickety footbridge that connected the farm to the two low stone buildings opposite. In these buildings were housed ten small grinding workshops, or ‘hulls’ as they were known. Here Saul Bradshaw and his two sons Jacob and Caleb, Tom’s master Zack Wenlock and six other grinders worked in filthy, cramped conditions, grinding table knives, razors, or pocket knives, each according to his trade. The buildings were known as ‘Bradshaw’s Wheel’, taking their name from the ancestor of Saul’s who had originally owned the property and the wheel that powered the grindstones.


But Saul’s grandfather had been a gambler and he had gambled and lost Bradshaw’s Wheel at the card tables, leaving his family with nothing but the rather unproductive farm. Since that time Bradshaw’s Wheel had passed through several hands and was now owned by local industrialist Abraham Silkin, who lived in a big house on the hill overlooking the valley. The men working the grindstones, including Saul himself, although self-employed up to a point, paid rent to Abraham Silkin and were ultimately reliant on him for their livelihood.


This was a source of great bitterness to Saul and his dearest wish was to buy back the property that had once belonged to his family. It was a wish unlikely to be fulfilled, even though he worked hard and spent little, because most of the money he earned from grinding went towards propping up the failing farm. The land was poor, it cropped badly and was not even good grazing. And Abraham Silkin stubbornly refused to sell him the field further up the hill where the land was less waterlogged and the grazing better.


Tom fetched a bucket of water and stood it beside his master’s grindstone ready to tip into the trow the next day when Zack came back to work. He knew it was important not to leave water in the trough – or ‘trow’ – when the grindstone wasn’t running because the part of the stone left hanging in the water would soak up the moisture and the whole thing become unbalanced, with the risk of bursting when it revolved up to speed.


Saul Bradshaw’s hull was at the far end of the building. He was there now, crouched over his stone, putting the edge on table knives. As he worked he was sprayed with the water put in the trow to cool the revolving stone. Yellow swarf it was called because it became thick and yellow with sandstone dust and grit from the stone. He was the only grinder working that day; everybody else took Monday off, ‘Grinder’s Monday’ they called it.


He paused in his work when he heard Tom.


‘Is it tha, Caleb?’ he called, peering into the gloom.


‘Nay, it’s me, Mester. Tom Cartwright.’


‘Hast tha seen Caleb?’


‘No. I’ve not.’


‘Lazy young bugger. I sent him down into t’town hours ago. He should have been back by now. I shall be waiting on t’knives he’s gone to fetch when I’ve finished these.’ He threw down one knife and picked up another. ‘Time’s money and wasted time’s wasted money,’ he muttered as he resumed work.


Tom finished what he had come to do and made his way home to the row of grinders’ cottages some half a mile down Hangingwater Lane, where Zack Wenlock and his wife gave him grudging board. On his way he met Caleb Bradshaw, who had just left his brother Jacob’s cottage, which was next door to Zack’s.


‘Your dad’s yelling for you,’ Tom warned as he drew level with Caleb.


Caleb snorted. ‘Me dad’s allus yelling. And he can yell a bit longer. I’ll not be at his beck and call all t’time. He seems to forget I’ve me own hull and me own living to make now. I’ll not have him ordering me about like he did once-over.’


‘He said he sent you down into the town hours ago,’ Tom reminded him. He didn’t much care for Caleb, not least because of the way he treated Joanna.


‘He never sent me anywhere,’ Caleb said with another snort. ‘I was going down t’town and he asked me if I’d fetch his order. Well, I’ve fetched it.’ He hitched up the bag on his shoulder. ‘But he’ll have to wait while I’m ready to tek it to him. I’ve been to beer shop with me brother, if he wants to know.’ He continued on his way a trifle unsteadily, pausing only to shout over his shoulder. ‘An’ now I’m going home for a bit o’ bread and cheese.’


Tom stopped for a word with Jacob’s children, playing in the dirt, then went on into the cottage where he’d lived for the past eight years. Zack was sitting in his wooden armchair by the empty grate, snoring, and his wife sat opposite, knitting. She didn’t look up when Tom entered; he hadn’t expected her to. Ever since the day Zack took him in she had tried to pretend he wasn’t there, apart from mealtimes, when she watched every meagre mouthful he took and complained to Zack that ‘t’work’us brat’ was eating them out of house and home. But Tom accepted her attitude stoically. Living with Zack Wenlock was better than living in the workhouse and he was learning a trade. Once he was out of his time he would be off, into the town, to set up for himself. Until then he made sure that Mrs Zack’s coal bucket was never empty and that he didn’t offend her with his presence any more than was strictly necessary. That he was usually hungry and often cold he accepted as a fact of life. He went up to his attic under the eaves and flung himself down on his straw mattress where he could dream undisturbed of the day he would rescue Joanna and take her for his wife.




Chapter Two


Leaving Tom, Joanna took the basket of blackberries into the farmhouse and helped Martha to pick over the fruit before it was set in a pan over the fire to boil. Then she went and put the basket away in the cupboard under the stairs. When she came back into the kitchen Caleb was there, helping himself to a hunk of bread and a slab of cheese.


‘I’d be glad if you’d go and dig the rest of the tatties up on t’field, Caleb,’ his mother was saying, reaching for the bread before he mutilated it further. ‘Your dad wants that field cleared before nightfall and Joanna’s been giving me a hand so she’s not had time to do it.’


‘Well, she’s time now, hasn’t she?’ He jabbed his knife in Joanna’s direction. ‘She’s standing there doing nowt. Me, I’ve just walked back from town wi’ a heavy pack, I’m not going out into no field digging tatties.’ He crammed more bread into his mouth. ‘Any road, it’s her job, me dad told her to do it, so she can get on wi’ it.’


‘There’s only the top corner left to do. It’d not tek you long, Caleb,’ Martha said encouragingly.


He speared a lump of cheese and looked up. ‘Then it’ll not tek her long, neither, will it?’ he said as he shoved it into his mouth.


‘Oh, Caleb. It’s hard work for a young lass. You’d get it done in half the time,’ Martha pleaded.


‘It’s no use you going on at me, Ma.’ He leaned back in his chair and belched loudly. ‘I’m not doing it and that’s flat. And if she doesn’t shape herself and get up there and get on wi’ it I shall tell me dad and he’ll tek his strap to her. Then she’ll move. By ’eck she will.’


A flash of fear crossed Joanna’s face. ‘I’d better go and do it, Martha,’ she said quickly. She sidled past Caleb on her way to the door but even so he managed to catch her arm with one hand and flick it with the finger and thumb of the other. Over the years he had practised this and other tricks down to a fine and painful art. She wrenched free and hurried outside where she pulled on a pair of old boots before dragging the big old barrow up to the top of the field. Martha was right, there was only the top corner to do, Joanna had done the rest over the past weeks, often with Tom’s help, but even after the hot, dry weather it was hard work, the fork was heavy to lift when it was full of claggy soil and picking up the potatoes was back-breaking work.


She pushed the fork into the ground and jumped on it to make it go deeper. It wouldn’t always be like this, she told herself as she forced the handle down as far as she could and then stood on it to lift the soil. She shook the fork as best she could and then began to gather the potatoes as they turned up. One day she would find – or be found by – her rightful family. She put the potatoes into the bucket and emptied it into the barrow and then began the whole process again. Over the years she had found that thinking about her lost family, daydreaming about them, who they were, where they lived, helped even the worst tasks to become bearable. She was certain she came from wealthy stock, the velvet cloak she had been wrapped in when Martha found her left no doubt about that; but what possible disaster could have caused the daughter of some great house to run away and leave her newborn child in a cowshed on the edge of Whitely Woods and then take her own life? She must have been desperate to have done such a thing. Even in her worst moments of despair Joanna had never for a moment considered taking such a step. She smiled a little to herself as she pushed a strand of hair back, leaving a muddy mark down the side of her face. Oh, wouldn’t her Family be overjoyed to discover that she was still alive? Her Family – she always thought about them possessively and with a capital letter. She straightened her back and rubbed it.


But who were her Family? The only large house nearby was Cliffe House, which stood near the top of the hill overlooking the farm. Abraham Silkin lived there with his godson and she often saw the old man walking in the fields when she was going about her work. Sometimes she even fancied he was watching her and the thought had crossed her mind that he might even know something about her, indeed could even be her long-lost grandfather! But in her heart she knew this was not possible, as far as anyone knew the old man had never been married, so could never have possessed a runaway daughter.


It was more likely that she belonged further away, up at Endcliffe perhaps, where there were several enormous houses. They mostly belonged to the big Sheffield industrialists, rich men who could afford an army of servants and several carriages. Once or twice she and Tom had crept up and looked at these houses, speculating over which one might be her rightful home, but they had never plucked up the courage to go and ask if anyone might be missing from the family. But one day she was determined that she would do just that. When she was older. Perhaps she might even go into service in one of those houses and then reveal that she was really the long-lost grandchild. What a surprise that would give them! They would be so overjoyed at finding her that they would dress her in beautiful clothes and let her ride in the carriage. A beautiful blue dress, all shiny satin and lace …


Suddenly, a blow on the back of her head pitched her into the dirt.


‘Get on wi’ it. I don’t feed and house tha to spend tha time daydreaming. Look, tha’s missed half a dozen over there.’ It was Saul. She hadn’t heard him come up the field. She scrabbled up the last of the potatoes and tipped them into the barrow.


He watched, then nodded. ‘Tha can tek the barra back to t’yard now.’


She tried to push it. It wouldn’t move. ‘I can’t budge it, Saul,’ she cried. ‘It’s too heavy.’


‘Bah, tha’s nowt but a mealy-mouthed little pipsqueak.’ He gave the barrow a shove to help it on its way and strode off, leaving her to haul it as best she might the rest of the way. Back in the yard she put the potatoes in the barn with the rest and then kicked off the boots. There were broken blisters on her heels under the dirt and the tops of the boots had rubbed her legs raw. She went inside.


‘Ee, look at you. Come near t’fire, lass, and let me bathe them feet.’ Martha bustled about fetching a bowl and cloth. She smiled as she saw Joanna’s look of alarm. ‘There’s nowt to fret over, we’ll not be caught. Saul’s gone down to t’beer house for once.’


Joanna put her feet gratefully into the warm, soothing water and Martha rubbed them gently. ‘Lady’s feet,’ she mused. ‘Not feet for them great boots. No wonder your feet’s blistered,’ she said absentmindedly. She looked up at Joanna. ‘Saul thinks Caleb’s up to summat. That’s why he’s followed him tonight. But the lad’s nearly thirty. If he’s got a lass somewhere I don’t see Saul’s any right to interfere. It’s high time he was wed, any road.’


‘If Caleb was wed and had a wife to keep Saul would have to pay him more for the work he does on the farm,’ Joanna said sagely. ‘He’d not like that. Look how he complains when he has to pay Jacob to help.’


Martha began to dry her feet gently with a cloth. ‘Aye, you’re right, lass, Saul ’ud not like that. He’s not one to spend a ha’penny if a farthing’ll do.’ She frowned. ‘But if that’s what the lad’s bent on Saul’ll not be stopping him, that’s for sure.’


Joanna hoped Martha was right and that Caleb would soon take himself a wife. She had never liked him, he had always been cruel and unkind to her and lately, since she had shown signs of budding womanhood he had begun looking at her and even touching her in a way she didn’t like at all. She considered confiding in Martha but she suspected that Martha wouldn’t be sympathetic because she cherished the vain hope that one day Caleb and Joanna would marry. So she kept her own counsel and made sure to put a wooden wedge in the latch of her bedroom door each night. Just in case.


The days shortened, and there was a nip in the air that heralded autumn. One afternoon Joanna went into the wood to gather wood for the fire and found Tom already there.


‘I keep Mrs Zack supplied with firewood,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Not that it does me much good. She never says thank you and I never get to sit by the blaze, but at least I’m more likely to get a decent helping of stew when the log pile’s high.’


They walked along together, their feet rustling through the thick golden carpet of fallen leaves that covered the ground. As they went they picked up dead branches that had fallen and left them ready to be tied into bundles on their way back and carried away.


‘T’Mester followed Caleb again the other night. Martha says t’Mester thinks he’s “up to something”,’ Joanna said, dragging another branch to the heap. ‘Martha says she reckons it’s a woman. I hope it is. I hope he’ll get wed and go right away. I hate him.’ She flung the branch down viciously.


‘What’s the matter, Jo? You’re limping,’ Tom said, ignoring what she had been saying.


‘Didn’t you hear what I said, Tom? Martha thinks Caleb …’


‘Yes, I heard.’ Tom’s voice was matter-of-fact.


‘Well?’


He looked up. ‘Well, what?’


‘What do you think, Tom? Do you think Caleb’s after a woman?’


‘Caleb’s been after women ever since I’ve known him,’ Tom said scathingly. ‘And Saul knows it. No, I reckon Saul’s afraid he’s got himself mixed up with the Ratteners.’


‘Ratteners? Who are they?’


‘It’s all to do wi’ trade unions. The Ratteners go after folk as don’t belong to a union or don’t pay their union dues.’ He shrugged. ‘Don’t fret yourself over it, Jo. Any road, you wouldn’t understand.’ As he spoke he was looking at her foot from all angles. Now he pointed to it. ‘There’s summat wrong wi’ your foot, Jo. See? It’s all swollen. You can hardly get your foot into your clog.’


She waved her hand impatiently. ‘Oh, I got blisters when I was digging tatties a few weeks back and one of them’s gone funny. It’ll be all right,’ she said. ‘Tell me some more about this trade union business, Tom.’


‘I can’t. I don’t know anything much about it, except my Mester pays his dues before owt else, which makes t’Missus riled.’ He frowned, his attention still on her foot. ‘Have you put owt on it?’ he persisted.


‘Martha put some salve on but it didn’t do much good.’ She took her foot out of her clog and stared down at it. ‘It does look a bit angry, doesn’t it?’ She pressed it experimentally. ‘I must say it hurts a lot more than it has done before.’


He sat down on a fallen log and took her foot in his hand. ‘It looks real bad, Jo. It needs binding up properly.’ He glanced up at her. ‘Do you feel all right?’


‘Of course I do.’ She nodded irritably. ‘Well,’ she admitted. ‘To tell the truth I have felt a bit odd at times today. Sort of all hot and light-headed. And I nearly fainted when I got out of bed this morning.’


‘I’m not surprised. Did you tell Martha?’


‘I told her it was a bit sore so she gave me some more salve. She didn’t have time for owt else because it were market day. But she said I needn’t go with her like I usually do if me foot was sore.’ She pulled her foot away. ‘It’ll be all right, Tom. It’s nowt.’ She put her clog back on and took a few painful steps. ‘Oh, Tom! Now look what you’ve done. You’ve been pulling it about and now it’s all swollen up worse. Oh, what have you done to it?’


He spread his hands. ‘I’ve not done anything, Jo. It’s swelling up because it’s poisoned, that’s why it hurts so much. Look, there’s already a red mark going up your ankle. It’ll go right up your leg if something’s not done soon.’ He traced the line, then looked at her anxiously. ‘You should have told Martha how bad it was, Jo.’


‘What more could she do? She gave me the salve.’ She tried to walk again but the foot was too painful. She looked up at him with frightened eyes. ‘You’ll have to carry me home, Tom. Oh, I don’t know what t’Mester will say. He’ll be that mad if I can’t get his meal.’


Tom stared at the foot for several minutes. Then he said doubtfully, ‘I suppose we could go and see Liddy. Folk do say she can cure things. I’ve known several people who’ve gone to her for potions.’


Joanna’s eyes widened in horror. ‘But she’s a witch! She might want to make me eat a frog! People say—’


‘Oh, Jo, I don’t think she’s as bad as all that.’ Tom laughed nervously. ‘Look, I can see smoke rising from the kiln so we can’t be very far from her hut. I couldn’t carry you all the way home but I could probably carry you that far.’


‘No. I’m not going there. I’ll walk home. I can walk if I lean on you, I’m sure I can,’ she said urgently. ‘Martha’ll put some more salve on it when she gets back. It’ll be all right.’


‘I’m sorry, Jo. You couldn’t walk that far and I certainly couldn’t carry you.’


‘Then I’ll crawl.’ She got down on her hands and knees.


‘Don’t be daft, Jo. You’ll never get home like that.’ He pulled her up to her feet and then swung her up in his arms, staggering a little. ‘Liddy’s is nearer. I’ll take you there. I promise I won’t let her make you eat a frog, Jo.’


‘But she’s a witch. There’s no telling what spell she might cast on us,’ Joanna whimpered.


‘Don’t be silly, Jo.’ Tom laughed nervously as he spoke.


Terrified, Joanna clung to him as he staggered along to the clearing in the wood where the charcoal burner and his daughter lived. Jack Ingram had levelled the ground so that he could build his kilns on flat land and behind them was the hut that was their dwelling place, a wooden shack with a chimney and a rickety wooden door. Over the whole clearing there hung an acrid, smoky smell that remained even when the kiln was not firing.


As they approached Joanna could see Jack Ingram at the edge of the clearing, bent over a sawing horse, sawing timber into the right lengths for building the next kiln. Liddy was carrying it away and stacking it carefully. In the foreground a carefully constructed kiln was already smouldering gently.


Joanna felt Tom stiffen as they entered the clearing. Many times the two of them had watched the old charcoal burner and his daughter at work, but always from a distance and always well hidden because it was well known that Jack Ingram’s temper was uncertain and they knew that even with only one eye his aim with stones and lumps of rock was unerring. Even more, they feared Liddy’s evil eye.


Then, Jack Ingram saw them.


‘Aargh! Gruugh!’ He shouted, his grotesque jaw making his speech incomprehensible. He waved his arms. ‘Gruughoom!’ He picked up a stone.


‘We mean no harm, sir,’ Tom shouted bravely although Joanna could feel his heart pounding through his thin jacket. ‘We need help.’


‘It’s all right, Pa, I’ll see to them.’ Liddy straightened up and came over to where Tom was standing, still holding Joanna in his arms. ‘Well, what is it you want?’ she asked in a surprisingly educated voice.


Joanna’s arms tightened round Tom’s neck. She had never been this close to Liddy before and at close quarters she was even more fearsome. Her black hair hung down in rat’s tails from under her battered straw hat and her teeth were rotten and broken. But it was her eyes, black and piercing in a face that was as brown as a walnut, that frightened Joanna most. They looked as if they could see right down into her soul.


‘Well, what is it you want?’ she repeated, her hands on her hips.


‘My friend has hurt her foot,’ Tom said. ‘It looks bad to me.’


‘Well?’ Liddy gave him no help.


He licked his lips. ‘I – we’ve heard that you—’


Liddy threw her head back and laughed derisively. ‘You’ve heard tell I’m a witch?’


‘I – yes – no,’ he corrected himself hurriedly. ‘We’ve heard you can cure—’ Suddenly, he felt Joanna grow limp in his arms. ‘Oh, Lord, she’s fainted. Look,’ he said, alarmed. ‘Now what shall I do?’


‘Oh, put her down. I’ll take a look at her,’ Liddy said irritably. She stared at Joanna for several minutes, then bent down and examined her foot. Then, without a word, she got up and went off into the hut. She was gone some time and when she came back she was grinding something in a wooden mortar with a wooden pestle. This she spread on the angry red swelling.


Then she went back to the hut and came back with a tin mug. By this time Joanna had come round and was clinging to Tom.


‘I’m frightened,’ she whispered. ‘Don’t let her—’


‘Drink this,’ Liddy ordered.


Joanna turned her head away and put her hand over her mouth.


Liddy dragged it away, saying impatiently, ‘Go on. It won’t poison you.’ She forced it between Joanna’s lips. ‘Now make her lie down,’ she said to Tom, ‘Because I’m going to need your help.’


As she spoke she dragged a tinder box and a lethal-looking knife from the folds of her skirt. When she had the tinder alight she held the knife in the flame for a few seconds, then quickly plunged it into Joanna’s foot. A stream of stinking green and yellow pus gushed out.


Tom winced and turned away to look at Joanna’s face as Liddy kneaded the wound to get the rest of the poison out. But whatever it was she had given the girl to drink, Joanna was lying quite still with her eyes closed and didn’t even flinch.


‘You’ve killed her!’ he shouted.


‘Don’t be ridiculous. Of course I haven’t killed her.’ Liddy was busily wrapping the wound in large green leaves, which she tied with twine. ‘She’ll be as right as ninepence in an hour.’ She finished tying the leaves then sat back on her heels. For something like ten minutes she stayed quite still, watching the girl, an expression on her face that terrified Tom in its intensity. He stood beside her, looking first at Joanna, then at Liddy, not knowing what to do, not daring to speak, still not totally convinced that Joanna wasn’t dead.


Suddenly, she sat up and was violently sick on the ground.


Liddy watched dispassionately, then nodded. ‘No matter. It’s done its job,’ she said. ‘It often takes them that way.’ She got to her feet and waved them away. ‘Go on, be off with you now and leave us alone.’


Tom helped Joanna to her feet. She was dazed and ashen-faced. He frowned. ‘Are you sure she’ll be all right now?’ he asked doubtfully.


‘I feel terrible. She’s poisoned me. I told you she’d poison me. She’s a witch.’ Joanna wailed and was promptly sick again.


‘Oh, don’t talk such rot,’ Liddy said impatiently. ‘Of course I haven’t poisoned you. It’s your imagination. How does the foot feel?’


Gingerly, Joanna put her weight on it. ‘It’s still sore but I must say it feels a lot better,’ she said doubtfully.


‘Well, leave it wrapped till after the full moon. As the moon wanes take the leaves off, a few at a time, and bury them under a sycamore tree.’ She turned to go. Then turned back. ‘And tell nobody what I’ve done,’ she warned. ‘Nobody! I have enough people coming to me for cures as it is.’


‘We’ll not tell a soul,’ Joanna promised fervently.


‘We should pay you. We should give you something,’ Tom said urgently. Now that he could see the colour returning to Joanna’s face he was anxious to be gone, but he knew he shouldn’t go without paying Liddy. If a witch wasn’t paid for her trouble you were in her power.


Liddy looked him up and down. ‘And what have you got to give?’ she asked with a sneer. ‘What do you own?’


‘I could make you summat,’ Tom said bravely. ‘I could make you a penknife.’


Liddy nodded. ‘Aye. That you could. And get a beating from your Mester for your pains.’ A ghost of a smile flitted across her face. ‘Well, I thank you for the thought but I’ll not accept. And I’ll tell you this. You’ve nothing to fear from me. I’ll do you no harm. Nor her, neither.’ She gave a nod in Joanna’s direction.


Then she turned and strode off into the hut.


Tom and Joanna walked home in silence, both too shaken by what had happened to talk. When she got back to the farm Joanna found a pair of Martha’s old stockings and put them on so that no one would see the leaves Liddy had bound on her foot. When she took the last of them off, as the moon waned, burying them as Liddy had ordered, there was not even a scar to show where the knife had been plunged, further proof, if Joanna needed it, that Liddy Ingram was indeed a witch.




Chapter Three


Christmas came and went, hardly noticed in the Bradshaw household where one day was very like another. Joanna still dreamed of finding her family, but as time wore on the dream began to fade in the face of reality. Once, on a snowy day in early January, she ventured as far as the gate of Whitely Wood Hall and found it ajar. With a courage born of desperation she slipped inside and stood looking at the breathtaking view of the grey stone house rising above the snow-covered grounds, the huge trees in the park showing black against the pure white backdrop. Gingerly she began to walk towards the house. She had hardly taken half a dozen steps before the lodge-keeper’s wife came out, irritable at being dragged from her warm kitchen, and caught her by the hair, shoving her unceremoniously back through the gates and slamming them in her face.


‘I wasn’t doing any harm,’ Joanna shouted. ‘I was only looking for my grandfather. He lives in a big house like this. He’s a gentleman and when he finds out how you’ve treated me it’ll be the worse for you.’


‘A likely story,’ the woman shouted back. ‘I’ve seen your sort before. Lying, thieving vagabonds.’


‘But it’s true.’ Joanna pressed her face to the cold metal of the gate and rattled it desperately with hands blue with cold. ‘My mother’s dead. I know she came from a big house like this and I’m looking for her father.’


‘Well, you’ll not find him here, you lying little toad. The master’s got no daughter. Nor son, neither. He’s a widower. And childless. Now, be off with you before I fetch the broom to your backside.’ The woman picked up a stick and poked it at her through the bars of the gate, pushing her away.


She told Tom about it the next day when he walked to the churchyard with her in the snow to put some greenery on her mother’s grave. This was nothing more than a grass-covered mound set in unconsecrated ground in a far corner of the churchyard because the young woman buried there had taken her own life. Joanna hated to think of her poor mother lying alone in that isolated spot so she regularly put flowers there to show that she was not forgotten; primroses and wild violets in the spring, then bluebells in their season; pink and white campion and dog roses in the summer and old man’s beard as autumn drew on. In winter there was always holly with its bright berries that had to be replaced often because the birds ate them.


It was holly she had brought today and as she lovingly arranged it in the cracked stone jam jar Martha had given her the berries were like drops of blood against the white snow that covered the ground.


Tom watched thoughtfully as she adjusted the prickly branches and then sat back on her heels to survey her handiwork.


‘If your mother had come from round these parts, Jo, surely there would have been notices up or something,’ he remarked. ‘Somebody would have heard about a missing girl, wouldn’t they? Especially a daughter from one of the big houses.’


She shrugged and adjusted a twig. ‘Maybe. Maybe not. Most folk I know can’t read, any road, so even if there had been notices they wouldn’t have known what they said.’


‘Even so, Jo. Think about it. A story like that would have been all round the market in town. You know news goes round there like wildfire.’ He shook his head. ‘No, do you know what I think?’


‘Don’t see how I should,’ she replied tartly. She didn’t want her dream spoiled.


‘I reckon your mother came from further afield. Somewhere over the other side of Sheffield, perhaps. Or Rotherham. Derby, even.’ That was the limit of his horizon.


Joanna’s too. Her shoulders slumped. ‘Then I’ll never find out.’


He gave her a little shake. ‘Yes you will. One day. When I’m out of me time and earning some money we’ll put notices in t’papers.’ He smiled at her encouragingly. ‘I promise we will, Jo. Don’t give up. I promise I’ll help you find her.’


She didn’t smile back. For how could they put notices in the newspapers when neither of them could read or write?


The conversation with Tom made her realise the futility of trying to find her mother. Yet deep down inside she was convinced that somehow, some day, she would find her family and discover the identity of the woman who had given birth to her. And it was this conviction that sustained her through the long winter days of stacking logs, cutting up mangolds for the animal feed, hoeing turnips, digging potatoes, cleaning out the pig-sty and the cattle shed, a never-ending round of back-breaking tasks that had to be done in addition to the dairy and housework.


She went out to do the morning milking one day in late March. It was her sixteenth birthday and as she laid her head against the cow’s warm side and rhythmically began to squeeze out the milk she realised that it was on such a day, when every branch and twig was rimed with frost and her breath was cloudy in the freezing air, that Martha had discovered her as a tiny baby, lying in the straw, wrapped in the beautiful velvet cloak with the broken clasp. It must have been a magical moment. Like finding a little princess. She sniffed and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. For all she knew, or was ever likely to know, she was a princess.


She straightened up and carried the frothing bucket of milk to the dairy to cool and be dealt with later. There was nothing magical about her life now, she thought bitterly, as she shivered under one of Caleb’s old donkey jackets in the icy morning air.


She took a pitcher of milk and went indoors. The porridge was on the stove and Saul was at the table.


‘Took tha long enough,’ he growled as she ladled out a basinful and put it in front of him.


She took no notice, but poured him a mug of tea and pushed it across the table.


Martha looked up from cutting up a loaf of bread. ‘Caleb’s late this morning,’ she said. ‘But it was late when he came home last night. Trying to burn the candle at both ends, if you ask me.’


‘Nobody did ask tha, woman,’ Saul said without looking up.


Suddenly, the door opened and Jacob burst in. ‘Where is he? Where’s my bloody brother?’ he shouted.


‘What’s up wi’ you, Jacob, my son? What’s to do?’ Martha asked, mystified.


‘I’ll bet it were him. I allus knew he were in wi’ t’bloody Ratteners. He’s teken t’bands off my grindstone so’s I can’t do me work. And he’s teken ’em off Billy Jenkins’ stone and Fred Rogers’. All on us can’t do us work because o’ that bastard.’


‘Calm down, tha hot-headed bugger,’ Saul said, his mouth full of hot porridge. ‘What meks tha think it were Caleb? These Ratteners come an’ go in t’middle of t’night. Tha can’t tell—’


‘I’ll bet I bloody can.’ Jacob turned as Caleb came into the kitchen, yawning and rubbing his eyes. ‘It were you, weren’t it, you miserable little sod!’


‘What were?’ Caleb slouched down at the table and reached for a mug of tea.


‘Took our bands! How can us work wi’ no bands on us grindstones?’


Caleb looked up and shrugged. ‘I know nowt about you an’ your bloody bands. All I can say is maybe if you all paid your union dues you’d get ’em back.’


Jacob banged his fist down on the table. ‘How can I pay me bloody dues if me bands are gone so I can’t earn t’brass? Any road I need all I can earn to keep t’kids fed. If you’d got six kids and another on t’way you wouldn’t find it so rosy, brother.’


‘That’s your look-out. You should keep your—’


‘That’ll do, Caleb,’ his mother cut across his words.


‘—in your trousers,’ he muttered into his mug.


‘That’ll do, Caleb!’ Martha banged her fist on the table. She turned to her elder son. ‘How much do you owe, Jacob?’


‘Ten shillin’.’


Martha’s jaw dropped and she sighed. She looked at Saul. ‘Well, Mester, are you willing to help t’lad out?’


‘Where do you think I’m goin’ to find ten shillin’, woman?’ he muttered.


‘In the box under your bed,’ she replied tartly. She went into the larder and came back with a florin which she slipped into Jacob’s hand. ‘It’s not much, lad, but it’ll help,’ she said quietly. She turned to Caleb. ‘And what about you, Caleb? Will you stand by and see your brother’s family starve?’


Caleb reached in his pocket. ‘Here’s a shillin’,’ he said grudgingly.


Saul laid five shillings down on the table. ‘Get it down to t’union. They’ll give tha bands back if tha pays a bit off. Go on. Now!’


‘What about them others?’ Jacob said, looking at the money in his hand. ‘What are they going to do?’


‘Same as you. Find somebody who’ll help them out if they can’t pay,’ Saul said. ‘But that’s their look-out.’


After Jacob had gone he rounded on Caleb. ‘I’ve told tha before, tha’ll get thysen in real trouble, my lad,’ he said, jabbing his spoon to emphasise every word. ‘Folks don’t like Ratteners, specially when they start Rattening on their own folk. If tha’s not careful tha’ll find thysen waking up dead in a ditch one o’ these days.’


Caleb didn’t answer. He ate his porridge noisily and when Joanna went round the table to refill his bowl he didn’t look at her but shoved his hand up her skirt. She pulled away quickly, flushing. She’d forgotten she must never stand too close to him.


When the two men had gone over to begin their day’s work at Bradshaw’s Wheel, Martha went about her work muttering, ‘Ratteners, indeed. I’m sure my Caleb wouldn’t get himself mixed up wi’ the likes o’ them. He’s got too much sense. And to accuse him of tekin’ his own brother’s bands … As if he would!’ She noticed Joanna standing watching her and she waved her away impatiently. ‘Don’t just stand there gawping, lass. Go and collect the rest of the eggs and get them wiped ready for market tomorrow. And don’t forget to look under the horse trough, Biddy’s very fond of laying her eggs there, these days.’


Joanna took the egg basket and went out into the yard. She had never seen Martha so agitated, so determined to defend her younger son. Plainly she was as convinced of his guilt as his father and brother. Joanna sighed. She knew nothing about the Ratteners and their ways, all she knew was that it would be nice if he was caught and imprisoned, then she wouldn’t have to avoid his wandering hands, and wouldn’t have to secure her bedroom door against him every night. It was a pleasant thought.


She turned her attention to collecting the eggs. There were a nice lot and she would have to be up before it was light the next day in order to walk into town to the market with them. Ever since she could remember there had been the weekly trip to the market to sell the eggs and she always looked forward to it as a break from the dull drudgery of her days. Even before she could walk Martha had carried her in a nest made by tucking a corner of her shawl into the top of her skirt and as she got older many’s the time she had returned home on Martha’s back because her tired little legs wouldn’t carry her up the steep hills. But now on the days when Martha’s legs were bad she was glad for Joanna to make the journey on her own because even though the girl couldn’t read or write she was quick with figures and could count and calculate as well as, if not better than, most.


Joanna went to bed early, carefully placing the wedge of wood in the door latch so there was no danger of Caleb forcing his way in. She knew he had tried the latch on more than one occasion because she had heard it click and she was terrified that one night she might forget her makeshift lock. Worse, there was no one she could turn to for help because she knew this was the one thing over which Martha would have no sympathy. Nothing would please her more than for Caleb to marry Joanna, and if he made her pregnant first, well, it was only the way of a man with a maid.


Nevertheless, safe with her wedge firmly in place, Joanna slept like a log and woke at six to prepare for her trip to market. She dressed quickly and slipped downstairs to roar up the fire so that she could make some dripping toast and a mug of tea before setting out on the long walk into town. She was holding the toasting fork to the flames and savouring the warmth when suddenly she felt two arms round her and two hands clutching her breasts.


She wriggled round to face Caleb. ‘Give over,’ she whispered fiercely. ‘Why aren’t you still asleep?’


‘Sleep? Me? I’ve not been to bed yet. I’ve only just come in.’ He leered at her. ‘An’ I can just do wi’ a little nightcap before I go up.’ He held her fast with one hand and began to unbuckle his belt with the other, not helped by the ominous bulge in his trousers. ‘You may keep me out of your bedroom, my lass, but I’m not fussy,’ he said, breathing heavily as he wrestled one-handed with the stiff leather. ‘What I want’ll do as well here as anywhere else. God knows you’ve kept me waiting long enough for it. Oh, bugger it!’ He let her go briefly so that he could take two hands to undo the buckle and quick as a flash she shot round the table out of his reach.


‘Touch me again and I’ll have your eyes out with this toasting fork,’ she warned, shaking the bread off it and holding it out towards him. ‘And it’s been in t’fire so it’s red-hot.’


‘You little—’ he lunged at her across the table, trying to grab the toasting fork, but she was too quick for him and she plunged it into his arm and dragged it down nearly to his wrist, leaving four deep burning scratches.


With a howl of rage he covered the arm with his other one, hugging it to himself in agony. ‘You bloody little bitch. You won’t get away wi’ this. I’ll have you. By God, I’ll have you if it’s the last thing I do,’ he said, between gritted teeth.


She lifted her head. ‘That you never will, Caleb Bradshaw. I’ll see you dead first.’ She threw the toasting fork down on the table, picked up her shawl and the two baskets of eggs and walked out into the cold morning to begin the long walk to market.


She’d had no breakfast, not even a drink of water, but she wasn’t hungry. She was shivering, but she wasn’t cold; she felt sick every time she thought of the scene that had just taken place and that she couldn’t get out of her mind. It had been sheer luck that she had been holding the hot toasting fork; without that she realised she would have been powerless against him. Next time – and she was in no doubt there would be a next time – she might not be so lucky.


Oh, God, she whispered over and over again, I wish I never had to set eyes on him again. I hate him. I wish he was dead. I wish he was dead. As she walked the words became like an accompaniment to the clatter of her clogs.


She was so busy with her thoughts and the words going over and over in her mind that at first she didn’t notice the strange figure marching along the road towards her. As she got closer she could see that it was a woman carrying a long staff as a walking stick, her black shawl and skirts flapping in the breeze as she strode along, her hat rammed squarely on her long, greasy hair. As she drew level with Joanna she slowed down and stared at the girl, her black eyes narrowing. She opened her mouth as if she was about to speak, then thought the better of it and without a word, nodded and walked on.


As soon as Liddy the witch had passed Joanna put down the eggs and with shaking hands touched her nose and spat on the ground. Then she picked up her baskets again and hurried on, wrestling with the uncomfortable feeling that Liddy’s black, piercing eyes had been able to see right down into her soul.


The first part of the journey had been along Hangingwater Lane, little more than a cart track bordered by frost-spangled hedgerows and tall trees whose black skeletal branches met overhead for all the world like the nave of a huge cathedral, but as the track joined the proper road and the way became wider and lighter Joanna’s spirits began to rise and she forgot the bad beginning to the day. The road now was sparsely scattered with houses and shops and a few people going about their daily round and the nearer she got to the town that sprawled over the valley and up the hills beyond, the thicker the scattering became until it was so tightly packed with a jumble of houses, shops, beer houses and factories that it was all too easy to become lost in the maze of narrow streets and ginnels. But Joanna had been coming to the market ever since she could remember and as long as she kept to the streets she knew she had no difficulty in finding it. Market Day was as good as a holiday to her; with any luck the eggs would be sold before midday and Martha had told her she could buy a pie from the pie-seller before making her way home.


‘And a ribbon for your hair, lass, although you’ll have to mek sure he doesn’t see it,’ Martha warned. It was Martha and Joanna’s secret that the money from one egg in every dozen went into Martha’s pocket instead of Saul’s. ‘After all, he doesn’t collect the eggs so he can’t know how well the hens lay, can he?’ Martha said with a wink.


In the town the air was thick and choking with the smoke from the factory chimneys and Joanna had to protect her baskets from the people who hurried and jostled their way along the streets, so intent on getting to work on time that they often only narrowly avoided the wheels of the carts and horse buses and the hoofs of the straining horses. It was all very exciting, but a little frightening too.


She reached the market and took up her position alongside the stalls of fresh vegetables, sweet-smelling bread, cheap and gaudy trinkets, multi-coloured ribbons and buttons, and sticky sweets and toffee. There was no need for her to shout her wares, Bradshaw’s brown eggs were well known in the district and she would have no trouble in getting rid of them. So she watched the jugglers and the man on stilts who towered above the crowd and she stamped her feet to keep warm and counted the money and hid it away carefully against the pickpockets who roamed the busy market as the egg baskets slowly emptied. By eleven o’clock they were all gone.


By this time she was hungry so she bought a pie from the pie-seller and ate it as she walked round, looking at the stalls. Martha had told her she could buy a ribbon and she spent a farthing on one that was bright red. Then, as it began to rain in cold, sleety needles, she turned for home.


She trudged along. It was uphill all the way back, and she was tired, cold and wet. When she heard the horse bus coming along she stopped it and climbed aboard. She was sure Martha wouldn’t mind her spending a penny to shorten the journey. After all, the ribbon had only cost a farthing. She sat down with her two baskets behind two women who, from the look of their baskets, had also come from the market. The conductor was in a garrulous mood and when he clipped their tickets he spoke of an explosion in the town. Joanna pricked up her ears. Martha always liked to be told the latest gossip.


‘It were at Tyzacks,’ the conductor told them. ‘Did you not hear about it?’


‘Aye,’ one of the women nodded and the cherries on her hat wobbled. ‘It were all the talk in the market. I’ve not heard what the damage was, but it were a hefty bang, by all accounts. Did you hear, Doris?’


‘I heard it were them union men,’ Doris answered, pursing her lips. ‘My man says t’trade unions have got a stranglehold on industry. He says if you don’t belong to t’union or if you don’t pay your dues you’re liable to get blown up, or at t’very least t’Ratteners’ll sneak in and tek the bands off the grindstones so you can’t work. It’s disgusting. Never ought to be allowed.’ She gave a disapproving shrug.


‘My man says industry needs t’union for protection,’ the other one said stoutly. ‘My man allus pays his dues because he says t’union kept us alive when he were out o’ work all them months two year ago. We’d have starved if he hadn’t been able to go on t’box, as they call it. We was paid a few shillings, reg’lar as clockwork every week, and that’s what kept us going. He says his contributions go to help any of his mates who can’t work. Oh, aye, my man is a great one for t’union.’


‘Not when they go Rattening and blowing up other folk’s work place, surely,’ Doris said, shocked.


‘It’s only them as don’t belong to t’union, or don’t pay their dues as get Rattened on. T’union looks after the workers, my man says. Meks sure a man gets a proper wage and looks after him when he’s sick or wi’out work. And it can’t do that wi’out money, so them as don’t pay deserve to be made an example of.’ The cherries on her hat nodded in complete and self-satisfied agreement.


Joanna had to get off the horse bus at this point so she didn’t hear any more of the argument, but she turned it over in her mind as she walked the last two miles home. This must be what Caleb was involved with. This must be what the trouble had been about yesterday at breakfast. She frowned. All this talk of unions was more than she could understand, but she rehearsed what she had heard carefully so she could relate it to Martha when she got home. But Martha didn’t want to listen. She said it was none of their business and she was sure it wasn’t anything Caleb would get mixed up in spite of what his brother had said.


But Joanna wasn’t convinced and she noted that Caleb still hadn’t come home when she finished her chores and crawled into bed at nearly midnight. He didn’t appear at breakfast either and when Martha went up to his room his bed hadn’t been slept in.


‘Stop worriting, woman,’ Saul said when she returned to the breakfast table and waved away the bowl of porridge Joanna put in front of her. ‘T’lad’s over thirty. Time he was wed, but sin’ he’s not it’s not surprising if he has a night on the tiles now and then.’


He had hardly finished speaking when there was a commotion in the yard and the door flew open.


‘Bad news, Mester.’ A swarf-covered grinder snatched off his cap revealing a shock of red hair. ‘We found your lad on us way to work. You’d better come and see.’ He jerked his head towards the yard.


Saul never took his eyes off the man’s face. He scraped back his chair and followed him out into the yard, with Martha, wringing her hands in her apron just behind him. Joanna came last.


A figure completely covered with several coats was lying on an old door in the mud of the yard. Saul bent and lifted the coats, making a strange, strangled sound in the back of his throat when he saw the drenched body of his younger son.


‘He were lying face down in Porter Brook when us found him,’ the red-headed man said. ‘We called the Constable and he tried to pump him out but it were too late, he were already cold. He must have been there best part of all night, we reckon.’
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