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Output of the leather industry during World War One was prodigious, with saddles numbering in excess of half a million. A hint of the efforts of the saddler can be detected in an extract from a speech quoted in Saddlery and Harness, 18 March 1916. The chairman of Messrs D. Mason and Sons Ltd of Walsall reported that in the two years (1914–15) ‘since the outbreak of war, in addition to many thousands of sets of gun harness and infantry equipment they [this firm] had supplied over 100,000 military saddles’.
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‘I want nothing of Jacob Corby . . . and that includes you!’


Eyes, dark-ringed and bright with fever, played over a gaunt hard-faced woman.


‘I came to this house for one reason only, that being to give you the benefit of a doubt I never truly held, a doubt which said you could not possibly be the same spiteful, selfish, cold-hearted woman a child of six years was so afraid of. I see that memory was not false, you have not changed . . . but then neither did your brother.’


‘My brother was a fool!’ Eyes glittering like icebound stones Clara Mather glared at the thin young woman who held one hand protectively across a swollen stomach. ‘Jacob was a fool!’ she repeated scathingly. ‘But you are a bigger one if you think to come marching back laying claim to what I have worked to keep alive; you will never have the Glebe Works, I will see you beg in the streets—’


‘No, Aunt, that you will never see.’ Anne Corby’s quiet interruption rang with contempt.


Harsh with scorn the older woman laughed, her cold eyes sweeping the swollen stomach. ‘No? Then how else do you expect to keep your bastard?’


‘I will keep it.’ The young head lifted proudly. ‘How need not concern you. Be assured I will never look to you for help though every stick and stone, every penny of what you claim to be yours is rightfully mine. As the daughter and only child of Jacob Corby, everything he owned is mine.’


Quick as it was, Anne Corby caught the flash of fear leap in those hostile eyes and at the same moment she realised she had been wrong in one thing: she was no longer that frightened child going in fear of her father’s sister, rather the woman was afraid of her, of her taking away all she rejoiced in. But in that there had been no change – Jacob Corby’s daughter wanted nothing of him!


‘I see you recognise the truth of what I say,’ Anne continued, ignoring the twitch of pain beneath her hand, ‘that the Glebe Works and all that goes with it is my inheritance. But keep it, Aunt, and every night before you sleep thank your brother, thank Jacob Corby for leading his wife and daughter into hell, thank God for the delusion that took him half across the world and left you sole mistress in his stead.’


She had never thought to speak that way. She stood outside the house that had held her childhood and her dreams, as well as the fears she had remembered during the long days and longer nights of bone-racking journeys her father had insisted on making while living out the mission he believed had been given him from heaven. Anne only now realised she was trembling. Wasn’t it true she had hoped for some sign of welcome, for the offer of a home? But one look at her father’s sister, one glance at those remorseless eyes had told her she was as unwelcome here as she and her parents had been in so many places. She had seen and understood her reception today but, unlike her mother, she had been able to turn her back and leave.


Yes, she had turned her back, left the house which was truly hers . . . to go where? The question left her empty, draining the last of her anger. Without money, with nothing to sell which would raise enough for a night’s lodging there would be nothing but the hedgerow. Anne Corby was used to that, but the child? She drew in a breath against a further twinge of pain; what if her baby should come during the night?


Was it time, had it been nine months since . . . ? A sharper twinge sent her stumbling against the wall surrounding the house though it was not pain in her stomach had her cry out but the wave of horror which filled her mind, blotting out all but the memory of that day. She had called at a tiny wood-built house asking for a glass of water. The man who answered had smiled and though his curious form of language had been unintelligible to her he had understood her request and, pointing across the yard, had led her to the well. She had taken the ladle he filled from the rope-strung bucket, drinking her fill and smiling her gratitude as she handed back the crudely carved instrument.


But her thanks had not been enough, he had caught her wrist, sending the ladle spinning from her hand, and at the same moment brought his bearded mouth hard on hers, his free hand pawing at her breasts. She had screamed when his mouth lifted, tried to twist away from him but his strength had been too much, and laughing he had thrown her to ground still firm with the last traces of winter. She had begged him to let her go, her terrified eyes asking what her foreign tongue could not; but though he could not have failed to know the revulsion coursing through her he had freed his body from heavy peasant trousers then snatched at her own clothing, and with a grunt had forced himself into her. How long she had screamed, how long he had pushed into her she could never fathom, she could only remember the shout as he rolled off her, the shout followed by a bucket of water thrown over her, and the man’s wife driving a heavy boot against her ribs. And the man had laughed! His clothing still open he had stood over her and laughed!


‘Be you unwell, wench?’


With her breath riding terrified cries, the nightmare of memory drowned the voice beneath the coarse laughter filling her mind, until a rough shake had her sag heavily against the wall.


‘Lord, wench, be you alright? You look as if it’s the devil himself you’ve seen.’


The devil might have been more merciful, he might have taken her down into the fiery pit her father had been so fond of preaching about; instead she was left to endure the hell her life had become. It had been hard before the child had begun to grow in her womb, but once it could no longer be disguised . . .


‘Be you alright? Can I take you inside?’


Swallowing the nausea that memory always brought, Anne shook her head. ‘No, no thank you.’


‘I thinks as you should go in. Judging by the looks of you it seem you be close upon your time. Come, I’ll help you to the door.’


‘No!’ Brushing the hand extended towards her, Anne straightened then swayed as a sudden rush of blood had her brain swimming.


‘That be it!’ The voice was suddenly sharp. ‘There be no two ways of playing . . . you needs be inside.’


There was concern beneath the brusque tone, but as her arm was taken Anne pulled back. ‘Not – not in there. I – I am not welcome in that house.’


‘Not welcome!’ A face came closer to her own, eyes set in a thousand tiny lines looking deep into hers. ‘You be her . . . that babby. You be Jacob Corby’s little wench – Anne.’ The lined eyes smiled. ‘You be Anne Corby, least that was your name when your father took you from here but I see it is you’ll have a different one now.’


Pain, sharp in its warning, had her hand go to her swollen abdomen. If she said nothing of the truth maybe . . . but lies, whether the self-believed kind her father had told or the sort of blatant one hovering so close to her tongue, neither could mask the truth for ever.


‘No.’ She gathered her courage as the face pulled away. ‘No, my name is not different. Now you see why those doors are closed to me.’


The fingers grasping Anne’s arm lessened their strength but did not withdraw. ‘That’s a reason and though I don’t be in agreement with it I can’t deny another’s rights to follow their own judgement; but I’ll lay a pound to any man’s penny it don’t be the only reason you’ve been turned from that door, nor be it the true one neither. It’s my thinking the Glebe Works be at back of it. But where’s your father, wench? He’ll soon put paid to his sister’s high-handed ways.’


With a cry she could not hold back breaking from her, Anne clutched her stomach, and the hand holding her arm went swiftly about her waist, its strength supporting her. The voice was brusque once more: ‘That business can best be left to Jacob Corby but you, wench, you need a bed and a woman’s hand.’


So her brother’s child had returned! Clara Mather paced restlessly about the sitting room of Butcroft House. Jacob had fathered no more children, certainly no son or the girl would not have referred to the property as being hers . . . her inheritance. Clara’s fingers clasped painfully together. The inheritance was Quenton’s – her son would be master of the Glebe Works, her son and no other!


Was it not Clara herself who had worked on Jacob, fed his fantasy of bringing the Lord to the heathen masses, encouraged his delusions of a God-ordained mission to carry his message to the darkest corners of the world by always finishing every family prayer with one of her own, speaking the words aloud while pretending they existed only in the privacy of her heart, murmuring a prayer for someone to be sent, one who would be brave enough to carry on the work of the first evangelists, to follow in the footsteps of Peter and of Paul and carry the Word to foreign lands. Maybe the Lord had not heard her plea but her brother had. Jacob Corby had gathered his wife and daughter and followed a dream she had so fervently hoped would carry them into oblivion. But the child had returned. Except the child was no longer a child, Jacob’s daughter was nigh full grown, in a year she would be twenty-one – an age when, if she wished, she could marry freely. With a husband at her side she could have everything! Clara’s eyes narrowed, their gleam one of pure venom. If Jacob’s daughter married, then all of her own hopes for Quenton, her dreams of her own son becoming master of Glebe Works would be ashes in the wind. But would a man take a woman who had a child born out of wedlock? The hope died as it came. There was many a man would be willing enough even though he took a bastard as well as a bride when that bride brought with her a dowry of Jacob Corby’s property. Twenty-one – an age when she could take everything into her own hands.


Oh yes, she had said she wanted nothing of Jacob, nothing of what had been his, but how long before that tune changed, how long before she was back in this house, a lawyer at her side? But she would not have it, she would not take what belonged to Quenton, what she, his mother, had kept for him. He was the rightful inheritor, he the one her brother had seen as following after himself as master of those works, acknowledged him in all but the written word. Then had come along Viola Bedworth with her pretty curls and wide eyes full of innocence, and within three months Jacob had a wife and in due course he had a daughter . . . an heir of his own body.


But marriage had not turned her brother from his path, more the opposite. A heart trusting in the Lord and a life led according to the teaching of Chapel had rewarded him with a loving dutiful wife here on earth; carry that teaching to the foreigner and what rewards would be his in heaven? His sister had agreed. She too would dearly love to carry the Word of the Lord to non-believers, to spread the wonderful message as those first disciples had spread it but the Lord’s hand rested on her brother, he and not she had been chosen for the work. Those had been the words so often murmured with a tearful sniff and they had not been lost. He must go the way the Lord pointed, Jacob had said; he could not deny the call.


The call! Clara Mather’s face twisted disparagingly. Even as a child her brother had been a fool. With his eyes closed to reality he had only ever seen what he wanted to see and in the call he saw a halo sitting on his own head but none of the hardship which must rest on the shoulders of his wife.


You must not worry over what you leave behind, Clara had encouraged. God goes with you, brother, but He will not desert me, He will give me the strength to safeguard your interest here and keep it against your return . . . only keep it in hope you will never return had been what was behind that encouragement. Yet in spite of hope, despite her dreams, her brother’s daughter had returned and with her a child in the womb; a bastard? That was probably the truth of it but the father did not matter, it was still Anne Corby’s child and Jacob Corby’s grandchild . . . another claimant to the business Jacob had never shown real interest in. It should have been left to her but their father thought as most men of his time and many yet still thought, a woman did not have the brain for business, and so the whole inheritance had been Jacob’s. Teeth clenched behind thin lips, both hands pressed tight against her dark skirts, Clara Mather’s eyes were iron hard. She had run the business, kept it flourishing for fourteen years and she would not see her son robbed of it now, robbed of what was his, what must be his. No, neither Anne Corby nor the fruit of her whoring would take from Quenton . . . his mother would make certain of that.


‘Mother . . . Mother, help me . . . please!’ Trapped in a world of pain Anne cried to the figure that watched but made no move to come to her. ‘Mother, I asked for water. Believe me, I did no more . . .’ It ended in a cry, her whole body contorting in a spasm of all-consuming agony but still the figure shrouded in black remained still. ‘The man . . . he . . . he seemed . . . he smiled as he handed me water and then . . . Mother, I speak the truth . . . please! Oh please, I need you . . .’


Wave after wave of searing pain dissecting her words Anne reached a hand to the figure but it turned and walked away, leaving her to fall into a pit of shadows, shadows which came and went until out of them stepped her father, his gaunt face twisted with disgust, a hand raised in condemnation.


Harlot! Child of Satan! Deceiver of men!


Eyes brilliant in their anger stared at her.


You will burn in the fires of hell! The Lord has turned His face from you, whore and Jezebel!


‘No!’ Anne’s head twisted from each invective, the words an almost physical blow. ‘Father, please . . . you must listen . . . it . . . it was rape . . .’


Bent over the perspiring girl, Unity Hurley’s mouth clamped in a firm line. Stood on her own two feet a wench could deny the truth but laid on the childbed, racked with agony, that truth would reveal itself. Pain such as this young woman was suffering was a broom which swept the mind clean of lies, it left no corner in which they could hide. Rape – that most vile of crimes a man could commit against a woman – rape had seen the beginning of a life now struggling to enter the world.


‘Not much longer,’ she murmured pityingly, ‘just a little while and you can rest. It will soon be over.’


But that was a lie no broom could sweep away. The pain of this night might be soon over but the real agony, did this girl but know it, was just beginning for her. The birth pangs would bring her a child but they would also bring a life of misery. The man had taken his sport; the woman would pay the price! Supporting the tiny head as it emerged, Unity glanced as the ashen-faced girl slumped against the pillows, dark-ringed eyes closed with fatigue. For Jacob Corby’s girl the price would be high.


Lost in her shadowed world Anne heard none of the woman’s words, only the pain was real, the pain and the odium blazing in her father’s eyes.


‘Father!’ It was a helpless whisper, a cry for understanding and forgiveness but as her own hand reached towards the one raised in censure the tall figure merged into shadows which swirled and receded then swirled again, each time filled with faces – a bearded, grease-marked face which laughed as it lifted from her body, the angry face of a woman who threw a bucket of icy water, her mother, tears streaming down her sunken cheeks, and behind them all her father . . . but now he lay peacefully asleep.


‘Father.’ She whispered again but the murmur was caught by a sudden cold breeze which carried it to merge with a louder, stronger voice.


‘. . . in the true and certain knowledge . . .’


Beneath closed eyes Anne Corby stared at the rough wooden box, crudely cut corners no proof against the icy blasts slowly hardening freshly excavated mounds of black earth to stone. The touch of winter gripped more tightly by the day. Soon it would be too late . . .


‘. . . ashes to ashes . . .’


At her shoulder, huddled in her thin coat, her mother’s sob was snatched by the wind.


‘. . . ashes to ashes . . .’


The hard voice strafed against her half-frozen ears but was lost against the voice of her thoughts. Did it matter the box was no protection against the wind, could it make the body inside it more stiff than it had been when living, was the blood more cold now than when it had coursed its wasted journeys through the veins of the man lying inside it? A man as devoid of feeling in life as he was now, a dead empty shell.


Turning her shoulder, seeking some protection from the nerve-deadening gusts screaming in from the steppes, she fought the rising urge to walk away, to ignore what was happening to the remains of the man she had so very long ago grown to hate, to leave this cemetery now, to ignore the man who had so often ignored her. But she would stay, stay for her mother’s sake, stay while her father was lowered to his grave. But she could pretend no pity, no love.


Closed eyes were no barrier against the pictures playing in her mind as she watched herself standing at the open grave, heard her own thoughts as she stared at the plain box, no flower alleviating its severity. But then there had never been any alleviation of her father’s severity so it was a perfect match. A hard, self-opinionated man, he had driven his wife and daughter as hard as he had driven himself, giving very little time or thought to either of them; Jacob Corby had had little time for anything but his God.


And now you will meet Him, Father. Anne watched the priest raise his hand over the coffin. May He reward you as you deserve, give you the crown you strove for by dragging my mother, half-starved, across the world.


‘It be all done, wench, the child be ’ere.’


Unity Hurley gathered the tiny living bundle into her arms as she looked at the young woman she had helped give birth. Seeing the rapid movement behind the mauve-shadowed lids she shook her head. The wench was suffering still, but from a pain no midwife could heal. Wrapping the infant in a piece of white cloth she laid it aside and covered its heat-soaked mother with a blanket.


But Anne heard no word of sympathy, felt no touch of comfort. In that strange netherworld, held in its greyness, she felt only the rush of air, bone-cracking in its coldness, as it swept across a tiny churchyard whistling through trees stripped of every leaf, moaning as it whirled about headstones in its unseen search.


In the bed Unity had laid her on, Anne Corby shivered as the freezing fingers of that wind seemed to wrap about the thin figure she was watching – a figure she knew was her own – and seemed to clutch at ragged skirts, pulling with breath-snatching gusts to the very edge of that open pit, dragging her even now as her father had dragged her in life, forcing her to follow his footsteps into death itself.


Trembling as from intense cold, she did not hear Unity call for the bricks left heating in the oven or feel their warmth as they were laid beside her; her closed eyes saw only the glittering drops of holy water, her ears heard only their tinkling when they fell like tiny frozen tears on that wooden box, and her heart said they were the only tears Jacob Corby deserved.


Watching the shadows of semi-consciousness she saw herself dig the heels of worn-out boots into The hard ground then lower her eyes, not wanting to see more. She could not remember a time when she had truly felt love for the man who had fathered her and she could shed no tears for him now, but her being ached for the frail woman sobbing quietly beside her, the one person in her whole life who had shown her any love, her mother, Viola.


‘Whither thou goest I will go.’


The umbilical cord severed, Unity Hurley paused in her washing of the girl’s bloodstained legs as the words whispered into the now quiet bedroom. What horror had this wench suffered? One thing was clear, rape was not the all of it.


‘Whither thou goest . . .’


The familiar words repeating in her shadow-misted mind, Anne saw herself reach for the slight, black-draped figure, drawing it close against her.


‘. . . I will go.’


That Viola Corby had done: true to her Old Testament namesake, she had followed the journeyings of her loved one. But, unlike the Biblical Ruth, her journeying had not ended in happiness, she had been trawled from country to country, following without complaint, trying only to protect her child, to give her the love her father never gave. Convinced he held a mission from God Jacob Corby had marched his pathetic family across the continent of Africa and on into Europe.


Coughing, Anne had no knowledge of the gentle hand which wiped her mouth or felt her hot forehead. She felt only the acid gall rise in her throat, glad it prevented her joining in the prayer fighting its losing battle against a screaming wind. May Jacob Corby’s God show him forgiveness, for his daughter never would!
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‘The child be a scrap but all things considered that’s no surprise. But the wench, it be her I feel sorry for. She was all but done for when you fetched her here, and the birthing of that babby, well –’ Unity Hurley shook her grey head as she looked at the man sat finishing his evening meal ‘– the girl is going to need the help of heaven to get over that; days and nights of pain teks its toll of healthy women but when one be underfed as that one . . . all I can say is God help her!’


Turning to the fireplace gleaming silver-black from the hours of her life given to polishing it, Unity busied herself with a large black-bottomed kettle, hiding the concern she could not dismiss. Laban had always had a soft heart, he would give help to any who needed it and she would not deny him that, but to bring home a girl already in the throes of labour, a girl whose own family had turned her away . . . and that family supplying Laban with lorinery. Clara Mather would not take kindly to that.


Like many another in Darlaston she knew the vindictive strike of that woman’s hand, had seen her father destroyed by it when it took away his job. Being given the sack had robbed his family of food but it had robbed him of more, he had lost his dignity, the pride a man felt in keeping his family, and he had died a broken man. That was the action of a grasping woman, so what action would her vengeance take – and she would be certain to visit vengeance on Laban once news of the delivery of that child reached her ears – would it be the same spite which could cause them to suffer as her father had suffered?


‘I couldn’t leave the wench, couldn’t turn me back on her.’ As though reading his wife’s thoughts, Laban Hurley rose quietly from the table.


‘I know you couldn’t and neither should you,’ Unity answered quickly, masking the guilt of her own thoughts.


‘But . . . ?’


Turning to face him, all of Unity’s dread showed on her face. ‘But,’ she said, ‘you asks me “but” when you knows yourself the nature of her who lives along of Butcroft House, knows the spite of her. Clara Mather wants none of that niece of hers, you said that yourself, told it as that wench upstairs told it to you, and what Clara Mather don’t want don’t find no place in Darlaston and for sure not here in Blockall.’


‘So what do we do?’ Laban smiled at the woman he had married forty years before. ‘Would you have me lift the girl from that bed, carry her and her newborn to the workhouse?’


‘No!’ Unity’s head shook rapidly. ‘You know I wouldn’t want that, Laban Hurley, but – but are you not feared of what might happen?’


Taking her in his arms the love that had endured from his years as a lad surged fresh in Laban’s heart. ‘I don’t be feared of nothing so long as you be with me,’ he said, kissing the lined cheek, ‘and the day don’t be yet dawned when I be feared of Clara Mather.’


He was not feared. Unity rested her head against her husband’s chest. But maybe he should be, maybe they all should be. Jacob Corby’s sister had been resentful all her life and with the return of that man’s daughter, and now a grandson to challenge her, who could tell what resentment and spite might turn to . . . or upon whom its shadow would fall?


‘I tell you it was her!’


Across the small town, in the house her father had built then bequeathed to her brother, Clara Mather glared at her son.


‘She came to this house, stood in this very room. Do you think I don’t recognise my own niece!’


She should recognise her. Quenton Mather moved to a chair and dropped into it. No doubt his mother had dreamed of that child and its parents for fourteen years, dreaded the day when one or all of them would return, and now it had happened.


‘Then if it was Anne Corby where is she now, why is she not here?’


‘Like father like son!’ Clara spat. ‘He thought things just took care of themselves but they don’t. Jacob’s daughter is not here because I sent her packing.’


‘You sent her packing.’ Quenton sounded amused. ‘And what of your brother, did you pack him off also?’


‘Jacob is dead.’


‘And his wife?’


What of his wife? Clara’s fingers tightened. There had been no mention of her. If she still lived she was Jacob’s next of kin, his legal beneficiary. But if Viola were alive would she not be with her daughter, the child she had doted on? Of course there was the possibility she had been left to rest somewhere, had let the girl come to Butcroft House in her place . . . There were many possibilities but none that could not be taken care of, and her sister-in-law when found would receive all of that care, just as would her child and her offspring!


‘Your aunt was not spoken of,’ Clara answered, feeling her son’s eyes on her. ‘Seeing the state of the daughter, how exhausted she looked, then I supposed her to have remained behind to rest.’


‘So when next our relatives pay us a visit there will most likely be two of them?’


‘Three!’ Clara replied bluntly. ‘Jacob’s daughter was carrying a child.’


A child! Quenton’s eyes narrowed. One more contender in the game. No wonder his mother was agitated, she could see the fruit of her malice being snatched from beneath her nose; but if she lost the race then he lost the trophy, Butcroft House together with the Glebe Works would belong to the cousin he detested.


‘That puts a new aspect on things,’ he said, rising to his feet. ‘A daughter and soon a grandchild; I would say Uncle Jacob has left his affairs nicely worked out.’


Watching him walk from the room Clara felt her anger flare. His father had much the same thought. Married to the daughter of the owner of the Glebe Works he had imagined his own affairs nicely worked out, but she had had other ideas. Clara Mather had no intention of being the docile little wife, grateful to be married, content to follow a man in all things and have a say in nothing, acquiescent and malleable. No, that had not been suitable to her, so she had changed it. Slowly . . . so slowly! She had taken her time, always appearing so devoted, so caring of the husband who became gradually more and more ill, experiencing breathing difficulties and increasing tiredness.


‘You must be prepared.’


Clara smiled as the often remembered words crept again into her mind. The doctor had murmured them on one of his visits, visits she timed to fall well between those bouts. Her husband, he had said, was suffering a disease of the heart, one which could end his life quite suddenly. And so it had, except the real cause of death was a little extra dose of the poison she had been adding to the prescribed medicine. Aconite, the common Monkshood also known as Wolfsbane was a very useful plant . . . and it still grew in a corner of the garden!


Unity Hurley touched the brow of the girl lying half conscious in the narrow iron-framed bed and felt the heat of fever. The girl had given her all in bringing her child into the world, now only heaven could help her. Laying a cool wet cloth where her hand had been she collected bowl and towel then, before leaving the bedroom, murmured a prayer to ask heaven’s help, but Anne Corby neither heard nor felt. Cocooned in her grey world she watched those terrible yesterdays, stared across the black hole which waited to close over the remains of her father. Through the dark mist of semi-consciousness a priest dressed in long black robe and high black hat of the Russian Orthodox Church lifted a hand, tracing the sign of the cross while intoning his final invocation to the Almighty, asking His blessing on the soul of the man who had sacrificed a wife and daughter on the altar of self-righteousness.


Behind their fragile shield her eyes followed the movement of icy air weaving the breath of the priest into delicate lacy patterns of white hoar frost before laying them reverently across his dark, bush-like beard.


His duty done the priest snapped his prayer book closed. It was too cold to be outdoors, too cold to be at the task of burying a foreigner; one more week and the ground would have been frozen solid, too hard for a grave to be dug and the body would have been stored in the waiting house on the outskirts of the village until spring, and he would have been in Roskoyeva’s Inn with his feet on the stove and a pot of hot wine in his hand.


Without a word to either of the two women standing opposite him at the graveside he turned, thick fur-lined boots crunching his farewell on the ice-filmed snow as he hurried towards the huddle of houses grouped close around the tiny, spire-topped church as if they sought divine protection from the horrors of a fast-approaching winter.


Placing an arm about her mother’s shoulders Anne held her against the drag of the wind. They were alone, there was no one in this whole vast continent who might help them or give them comfort, no other single human being stood with them in the bitterly cold cemetery; even the carter who had transported the rough coffin up the hill from the village had departed the exact moment his cart had been relieved of its burden.


In her trance-like state Anne watched herself gently turning her mother away from the black gash in the ground that would hold no headstone to tell of who lay buried there, her dreaming eyes following the marks of the cart’s wheels, black serpentine lines creeping across the virgin whiteness of freshly fallen snow. She could not really blame the carter for leaving them, he need hold no loyalty towards perfect strangers, and she had long since forgone expecting sympathy. They were foreigners here, she and her mother, and until yesterday her father also, strangers in a strange land. Jacob Corby had dragged his family across the face of Africa, Europe and into Russia, month after long month in a lifetime of searching, and for what? With her free hand she pulled her shabby brown cloak from the clutch of wind which increased its fury, holding the thin cloth tight against her. What had Jacob Corby searched for except his own selfish salvation!


The picture real in her fevered mind, the thoughts returning as if new, Anne seemed to feel that same anger hard and chilling as the wind trying its damnedest to rip them apart while she held her mother close, the bones of her wasted body biting through the layers of their clothing.


Waste! That was the legacy Jacob Corby had bequeathed his wife, waste both of her body and of her life, and she, his daughter, hated him for it. She was glad he was dead, glad that the monotonous sermonising, which dismissed and denied every comfort to his own life and to theirs in the name of a God he preached as love, was silent for ever. Her father had looked for salvation but nowhere in her soul could she hope he had found it. Holding her mother as they stumbled together against the biting wind, she hoped only that he had found damnation.


Bending her head before the invisible screaming spiral that sought to hold them in that ice-bound cemetery, sought to force them back towards the open grave, to reunite the living with the dead, Anne Corby walked away from the remains of a father who had given her nothing but a lifetime of misery.


‘Do you take me for a fool, Fanny Simkin? If I believe you then I believe in the Christmas fairy!’


‘Then you best hang up your stocking, Polly wench, for this year it’ll be filled to the top.’


As she pored over a fillet of steak Clara Mather’s ear caught the talk of two women stood at the counter of the butcher’s shop.


‘Unity ’Urley buying teats . . . you’ll tell me next her give birth to a babby and we both know that can’t never happen for her be past childbearing long gone, same as we does, thank God! And Laban keeps no livestock that might need hand rearing so I reckon whoever told you that story were pulling your leg.’


‘I’d have held to that belief meself if it weren’t for what me own eyes seen. I’ll take two of them but you trim the fat afore you weighs ’em, I can get fat for free along of the slaughter house!’ Her attention temporarily transferred to the butcher, the woman pointed to a tray set with mutton chops then turned again to her friend, resuming their conversation.


‘So what did them eyes o’ yourn see?’


‘They sees fat where there ain’t none!’ The butcher’s remark was quick as he placed the chops on the scale.


‘They sees plenty as some folk thinks they don’t.’ Her tone holding a hint of caution, the wax cherries on her bonnet nodding, the woman turned her face to his. ‘Like where a certain somebody went after a certain shop closed last Saturday night . . . and who that somebody went with.’


Whipping the chops from the scale the butcher turned to a table holding sheets of brown paper, the two women sharing a smile as they saw his colour deepen behind the generous whiskers.


‘You can weigh me a pound of sausages,’ the woman said as the brown-wrapped parcel was handed across the counter, ‘and make sure it be a pound, these eyes be sharp to see weights and measures as they be to see faces!’


‘So who said Unity ’Urley were buying teats?’ The amusement afforded by the butcher’s embarrassment fading against this newer gossip, the shorter woman pressed for its sharing.


Her keen look not straying for a second from the scales, her companion answered enthusiastically, ‘’Tweren’t nobody had to tell me, I seen it for meself in the chemist shop along of Church Street, Unity ’Urley buying teats and one of them boat-shaped glass bottles for feeding of babbies whose mother’s br—’ She paused as the butcher looked up. ‘Well, them as can’t be fed natural, like.’


‘But what would Unity be buying such for? Ain’t as if her had any daughter, no nor any daughter-in-law come to that.’


The sausages now wrapped, the butcher took a silver coin from an outstretched hand, dropping it into a drawer set beneath the counter.


‘That were what struck me.’ The bringer of gossip waited while several copper coins were counted into her palm. ‘Unity ’Urley don’t ’ave no wench so who was it her were buying teats and bottles for? Ain’t nobody I’ve heard of being delivered this last couple of weeks and when I asked old Doughty who it was they was fetched for he said as he d’ain’t know.’


‘Ar, well he would!’ The second woman sniffed. ‘He be so tight-mouthed he makes a mute look like a preacher!’


Having given the change the butcher rubbed both hands across his long apron. ‘That be a good policy when some folk be around – listen but don’t speak.’


‘That be summat you should pay mind to then!’ Red cherries bounced rapid as the answer their movement accompanied. ‘One man’s faults should be another man’s lessons. You should learn more’n the butcher’s trade – like keeping your nose out when it ain’t invited!’


Pointing out her own selection of meat, Clara merely nodded at the man’s remark that ‘when arguing with them that be stoopid let ’em know they don’t be doin’ the same,’ as both customers stepped beyond hearing.


Her own change carefully re-checked before being counted into a leather purse she placed her purchase in her basket, leaving the shop with a brief ‘Good morning.’ Out in the street she breathed deeply. No woman had been recently delivered of a child, Unity Hurley was past the age and she had no female kin. It could only point to one thing!


‘What difference does it make! What difference?’ Clara’s grey-pebble eyes had glared across the dining table. ‘It is another to lay claim upon the Glebe Works, another to stand between you and the business my father built, that is the difference.’


‘You are only supposing a child has been born, and you are only supposing it is Anne Corby’s child.’


It might have been the father speaking and not the son. Anger cold inside her, Clara laid knife and fork on her plate. But she would not let one be as mindless as the other had been, she would not allow her dream to be lost.


‘As you say, lam simply supposing.’ She spoke quietly but ice crackled in each word. ‘Now you suppose for a moment, Quenton. Suppose your cousin, who will be of age in a short while, takes her inheritance, and not only that but makes an immediate Will naming her child after her. Where will you be then? I can tell you where you will not be. You will no longer be here enjoying the comforts of this house, nor will you be driving a carriage, much less one of those dreadful horseless ones I know you moon over. And while you are supposing on that think on this also, it will not be you who will be master of those works, it is not your voice will be listened to, not even by an apprentice, for you will be gone, dismissed, sacked like any common labourer. Once her hands prise yours loose then all you have, all you can ever hope to have, will be lost. How will it feel, Quenton, how will it feel to go cap in hand to any who might be disposed to give you employment? And what employment would they give? No, my dear son,’ she smiled scathingly, ‘not one with a large desk and little work upon it, they would not sit you in a director’s chair. Own to it or not, there are precious few in this town would not rejoice to see things take exactly that path I have just outlined to you.’


She had seen her words drive home.


Dressed in plain cotton nightgown Clara plaited her faded hair, tying each braid with a white ribbon.


She had watched her son’s eyes, seen the realisation dawn as each point drove like a nail. He wanted no poverty-ridden life, the sort lived by so many of the men who laboured beneath his hand. He had been brought up with all the comforts her brother’s money could pay for, comforts he would want to keep.


Climbing into bed she turned off the lamp. Quenton was like his father in some respects but he had enough sense to know which side of his bread was buttered.


Closing her eyes, Clara’s thin-lipped mouth smiled in the darkness. Her son would not ask again what difference did it make!
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What would she tell this child when he was grown? How would she tell him of his beginnings? Anne looked at the tiny blanket-wrapped bundle lying beside her. Could she tell him he was the result of rape, that he had been conceived out of violence by a man whose name she did not know and whose language she could not speak, that she had prayed God so many times to cleanse her womb, to carry away the evidence of the abuse she had suffered? But her prayers had gone unanswered and now a child was born, a child she must rear alone. But how did you rear a child you had no money to feed or clothe, how long would it survive sleeping under hedges open to every aspect of weather? Truth was it would not. She must take the baby to the workhouse, give him to the care of the Parish. That might not afford him love but it would afford him life.


‘There, you look a lot better.’ Unity Hurley placed a tray on a bedside table. ‘You’ll soon have a bloom on that pretty face. I must admit, though, I had me doubts the first few days but that be all over now, we’ll soon have you right as ninepence.’


‘Mrs Hurley –’ Anne paused, feeling for the words that would say what must be said ‘– Mrs Hurley, I am very grateful for what you have done—’


‘Hush your words, wench,’ Unity flicked a hand, ‘I done no more than any woman would have done.’


Any woman! Anne remembered the meeting at Butcroft House. Clara Mather could not be reckoned among them.


‘Please,’ she watched the nimble fingers pour tea from a small cream teapot, its fat belly garlanded with pale pink roses, ‘I – I have to tell you, the child’s father . . . I have no—’


‘There be no need to go on.’ Setting the pot down, Unity glanced at the pale, drawn features. She had lied saying the bloom would soon be returned to those waxen cheeks; given what had been cried out during the long hours of labour it would be a miracle should it ever return. ‘There’s no need of telling of the fathering of that child for I’ve heard it already.’


‘You – you know!’


‘Ar, wench, I knows though it don’t be only the absence of a ring told me.’


‘Told you the child is a bastard!’


Sympathy welled inside her but Unity pushed it aside, taking instead a firm, no-nonsense tone as she poured milk into the cup set on the tray.


‘That is no fault of his and none of yours neither. He don’t be the first as were got by the forcing of a woman and I hold no doubt he won’t be the last, but a life allowed must be a life lived. It will be hard for both of you, wench, but there is no avoiding of that.’


No avoiding! Two simple words but they sat like rocks in Anne’s heart. Life had been given, allowed by heaven to happen, but why, why condemn an innocent babe to a life that would forever carry the stigma of illegitimacy?



Question not the Lord. One of her father’s favourite sayings. But, though Jacob Corby may not have known it, those words were used only when in his deepest, most secret soul he did question, when he asked for reasons, as she had asked during that last terrible journey and so many times since. But heaven had not answered, she was alone as she had been in those vast snow-covered wastes; but not as helpless. Her mother could do nothing to relieve the suffering imposed on a child by a father who saw only the glory of his own delusion, but she could help the son born to her. Throwing back the bedcovers she stood up, swaying when her senses reeled.


‘What in the name of all that be holy do you think you be doing!’


Concern honing her tone, Unity loosed the spoon and somewhere in her whirling world Anne heard it clatter against the prettily painted crockery.


‘You don’t be ready to go getting out of bed yet, the child be but a week old. Lord, whatever next!’


‘Mrs Hurley,’ Anne caught the hand settling her back onto the pillows, ‘the baby, I – I have to take it—’


‘You’ll be taking it nowhere, my girl!’ Unity answered firmly. ‘Least not for some while yet. You need to rest and get your strength back, time then to do whatever be in your mind.’


Reaching the cup from the tray she held it towards Anne. ‘Now you drink that while I take the child downstairs, it’s time he were bathed and set to sleep in his own bed.’


She had not touched the child. Unity picked up the small bundle from where she had laid it on the bed an hour before. The girl had not once held him in her arms, not once smiled as the infant was brought to her, not once referred to him as her son. Curling a tiny finger about one of her own, Unity glanced at the young woman whose eyelids lowered to shut out sight of the child. Defence against a love which might have stirred in spite of herself – or was it rejection? She had spoken of him only as ‘the child,’ or ‘the baby’, never calling him ‘my son’. She did not ask that he be brought to her, made no comment when told of his well-being. It was as if for Anne Corby he did not exist. Had the hurt been so terrible, the shame gone so deep she could not face it? But turning her back would not erase any of it. Unity looked again at the tiny face nestled in the blanket. Anne Corby must follow her own path but, try as ever she might, the shadow of an innocent child would be forever at her shoulder.


Carrying the child against her breast, Unity crossed the room to the door then looked back at the face white almost as the pillows.


‘Drink the tea while it be hot, girl, then settle yourself to sleep.’ She spoke softly, no trace of censure marring her words and only pity behind her gentle smile.


Drink the tea while it be hot! As the door closed Anne lifted a glance drowned with tears. She had used almost the same phrase to her mother, but that tea had not been given to them out of kindness. Her head falling backward onto the pillows, her blurred vision watched the evening shadows come together, forming and grouping at the foot of the bed, becoming misty figures, figures which so often peopled her nightmares.


‘You will feel better after some hot tea.’


Watching through the eyes of memory Anne saw herself holding the weeping figure of her mother, helping her from that bleak snow-swept graveyard, following in the footsteps of the priest who had turned from them without a word and was now a small black mark against the whiteness.


Stumbling together, flakes of snow clinging to black veils hindering their sight, they made their slow way towards the low-slung inn that was the heart of Radiyeska village. Anne watched her hand push open the heavy wooden door, a hand frozen beneath its thin cover of a cotton glove. The place had felt warm after the bone-splintering cold of the cemetery but there had been no welcome in the faces which turned towards them, only a visible, almost tactile animosity; animosity oozing now from the shadowy figures playing about her bed. Men, each bearded and heavily clothed, each with a hat of dark Astrakhan fur seeming to grow upwards from unkempt whiskers, sat in a group around the huge iron stove, a haze of evil-smelling steam rising from coats and breeches drying in the heat, their eyes like black beetles, hostile and furtive, watching every move. Yet none moved, none offered a place against the stove.


But why had she expected them to? The cup forgotten at her side, Anne’s mental eyes followed the scene built out of shadows, her brain recalling the thoughts it had harboured as she had helped her mother out of her damp cloak. Why should these men be any different to the hundreds of others they had met while tramping across God-forsaken wilderness where a pale skin had been seen as a visitation of some devil, or through towns where they had been laughed at, villages where they had been stoned?


Settling her mother at the one unoccupied table, unoccupied because it was so far from the stove as to feel none of its direct heat, the spectre of herself glanced about the room. Apart from tables and benches it held nothing, its one attempt at decoration a wooden icon of the Virgin and Child. Everything they had seen since coming to this limitless land had been made of wood – churches, houses, the inns in which her father had sometimes allowed them to rest – and to her it seemed its people too were of the same unfeeling substance; but no, the people of Russia were not made of wood, stone was a better description.


‘Could we have some tea, please.’ Locked in the phantom world of memory, Anne saw her lips move, heard the words reality could not hear.


Months of trudging from village to village had helped her acquire a smattering of the language, but it seemed the dialect spoken in one area differed from that in the next so she could never truly learn in any depth. Now she smiled at the frowning, heavy-faced woman dressed in rough clothing, a shawl wrapping her head and hiding all but a small greasy patch of mouse-coloured hair which dribbled onto her forehead. Her reply was incomprehensible, muttered while one hand lifted towards the icon then swiftly marked the sign of the cross over her large bosom.


From the circle about the stove a wave of sniggers spread and Anne saw herself swallowing hard before her lips repeated their request. They were unwelcome here, she and her mother, yet they might afford a few minutes of sport.


‘We would like some tea, please!’ It held an edge crisp as the snow outside that inn but she saw they had understood, both the woman and her foul-smelling clientele, that much was obvious from the smirks and nudges passing between them, so whatever the reason the request was being ignored it could not be put down to lack of understanding.


‘It doesn’t matter, dear.’ The shadowy image of Viola Corby touched a hand to her daughter’s arm. ‘I really do not want any tea, let us go to our room.’


‘No, Mother!’ Determination pulled her own mouth to a straight line and her haze-compiled face stared ignoring the dumpy woman’s fresh torrent of angry words. This time there would be no Jacob Corby to forbid her into silence, this time her mother’s needs would be met, that and nothing but that would be Anne Corby’s creed in life, and no one would forbid that creed ever again.


Her retort, a demand and not a request, exploded a further burst of abuse but the woman went towards the rear of the room. Behind Anne, her mother coughed into a delicate scrap of cloth, her thin shoulders folding inwards against the sting of pain.


‘I really do not want any tea, Anne.’ The shadow-created figure wiped its mouth with a self-conscious move designed to hide phlegm spotted with blood.


‘It is warmer here, Mother.’ Anne turned to her, bending to rub the cold hands between her own. ‘You do need some hot tea.’


The pillows at her back, that small unheard voice somewhere in her mind trying to tell her it was no more than memory, Anne felt only the shudder as her mother coughed again, heard only the racking sounds bubbling in her mother’s tortured lungs, saw only the fear in her own face as she turned to face those watching men.


‘Please,’ she said, ‘if you moved just a little there would be room for my mother beside the stove; we have just come from seeing my father to his grave and—’


‘You should have stayed there with him!’ A bear of a man, stink rising from him, waved a deprecating hand. ‘That be the best place for all bloody foreigners, though I begrudge them a place in the beloved soil of Russia!’


Loud shouts of approval closed off the rest and she turned back to her mother as the mistress of the tavern came in with a brass samovar, its elegant, high-curved spout glinting in the dim light, two handleless pottery cups beside it on a wooden tray. Giving Anne a look carrying such a volume of dislike her tongue might have found difficulty in expressing it, she set the tray on a plain-topped table then turned to her more preferred customers, her opinions of foreigners besmirching the country with their fouling presence meeting with loud agreement.


Pouring tea into each cup, Anne handed one to her mother, seeing the fingers which took it tremble from more than physical coldness. Sipping the hot liquid Viola Corby looked at her daughter. Patting the hard bench she murmured, ‘Sit down, Anne, there is something I have to say.’


At the foot of the bed the unreal figures moved close together, one coughing again into the handkerchief while the other looked anxiously at the twin spots of colour burning high on the sunken cheeks, at the unnatural brilliance flaming in faded blue eyes, and the bitter resentment she had felt then curdled afresh. For weeks she had watched her mother grow steadily weaker, watched and wept at her own inability to do anything to change the indomitable attitude of the man who placed the responsibility for all things at the feet of his God, making a sacrifice of all that was his.


It was then her mother told her they were to come home to England. She sat for a moment, the coarse voices talking so loudly now forgotten. Home to England! But how could they? It was so far and the harsh breath of winter was already sweeping the land. Her mother mistook her silence for fear yet it was not fear that coursed in her but the sharp, almost painful tug of premonition low in her stomach.


‘I want you safe at Butcroft House before—’ She was taken then with a spate of coughing which left her breathless but determined to go on. ‘There is nothing here for us now that your father is – is no longer with us. We have no reason to remain. We – we will go home, Anne, home where you should have been long ago among – among your own people.’


The twin patches of colour darkened to carmine and tiny beads of perspiration spotted her mother’s forehead even though she shivered.


‘We will talk about it tomorrow.’


Anne remembered the icy fingers that had touched her heart with terror as she had helped her mother to her feet, a terror so strong it had her teeth clenched hard together, a terror which had proved well founded.


With her heart pounding in her chest she turned her face to the window. No more! She did not want to remember any more! Outside the night was turning silver as a high moon rose, and though she shut her eyes tight the pictures played on across inner eyes, each movement clear and defined, every silent word loud in the ears of her mind.


The tiny room below the eaves of the inn was freezing cold. Taking a cover from the bed she wrapped it about her mother’s shoulders then set her gently on a wooden stool, the only other article of furniture the room possessed. They needed a fire. Telling her mother as much she walked back down the stairs.


Even now, her waking mind telling her it was all in the past, that the nightmare was ended, Anne’s body trembled.


The men had still been seated about the stove, their clothing sending silent misty tributes towards the low ceiling, and in every eye she could see derision.


‘Madame Roskoyeva?’


At the outer edge of the circle, a man with a flat-topped Astrakhan hat low over bushy eyebrows swilled beer from a pot before rising from his seat.


‘What do you want her for? Tell Peter Ilyovitch what you need . . . as if he didn’t know.’


She had felt the threat of him but stood her ground . . . her mother had to be kept warm through the night.

OEBPS/OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  







OEBPS/OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
HERITAGE OF
SHAME

Meg Hutchinson






OEBPS/OEBPS/image/logo.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON






