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For my grandchildren, Matthew, Esther, Carys and Liam, who must be heartily weary of that time-worn phrase: ‘When I was a little girl . . .’




Chapter One


‘You killed him. You killed my son!’


Hannah Cade glared fixedly at her step-daughter.


‘You drowned my child . . . my baby. You killed him!’


‘The wench wouldn’t do that, Hannah Cade. Her wouldn’t do the lad harm.’


Hannah swung round, eyes rapidly surveying the faces of the crowd that had gathered, the gleam of madness deepening as they settled on the stick-thin figure of Ginny Marshall.


‘No, p’raps her wouldn’t, not without help from another.’ Hannah’s voice rose to a screech. ‘Maybe that other one be you, Ginny Marshall! We all know you be partial to Richie Cade’s daughter, like we all knows you be partial to anything female. What did her give you, Ginny? What did her give you for helping her to kill my son . . . what did Rachel Cade let you do to her?’


‘I never helped her.’ Ginny’s crow-bright eyes met her accuser’s squarely but already the seeds of suspicion had sprouted. The listening women sensed a lynching in the offing and were ripe for the entertainment. ‘I never helped her ’cos her didn’t do it. Rachel loved the lad, ain’t nobody ’ere can say other. As for what you say, ’tis a lie, Hannah Cade. I never killed for no woman!’


‘Mebbe not.’ A second voice rose from the centre of the crowd. ‘But you’ve fumbled more than a few.’


‘That be true, the dirty bastard!’


‘Wenches don’t be safe where her be!’


‘Chuck her in the lock – it be the best place for the likes of her.’


The cries came from all sides now, feeding on each other, threats flying thick and fast.


‘Throw her in. P’raps the cut will wash the filth from her black soul!’


The latest cry adding fuel to the flames, the group of women closed tighter about Ginny and the terrified girl.


‘And her!’ Hannah Cade’s body twitched and jigged to the tune of madness playing within her, her crazed eyes gleaming and her finger pointing at her step-daughter. ‘Let that one feel the water an’ all. Let her know the touch of it in her nostrils, let it fill her lungs as it filled my babby’s, let it fill her mouth while it carries her deep. Do to her what was done to my son!’


‘Yes, do it, do what the madness inside Hannah Cade be wanting you to do.’ Ginny Marshall stepped to the side of the young girl. ‘C’mon,’ she goaded. ‘Where be your spirit? Which of you will be the first to cross Ginny Marshall?’


Almost as one the advancing women halted as Ginny, her clothes hanging like rags on her skinny frame, lifted a warning hand. ‘You all know the things Ginny Marshall can do. All but two or three of you ’as sought her out to shift an unwanted child from the womb. If that be the fumbling you speak of then, yes, I fumbled you, but it was of your own asking. And how many of you ’ave come for potions? Like you come, Hannah Cade.’ Her glance, black and piercing, swung to her accuser. ‘You came to seek a potion that would bring Richie Cade to your bed when your own plain face and scrawny body could not. You got what you asked – but you forgot to ask for one that would hold him there. He came to you once only and when you told him the result of his lying with you, he married you. But never since that one night has he slept beside you, never but that one time has his body covered your own, and that be your bitterness, that be the root of the jealousy and spite that grows like hemlock inside you, sending its poison into your veins, nourishing its fruit of bitterness and deceit.’


‘That be lies!’ Hannah’s demented scream rang out over the heads of the now silent women. ‘Richie Cade loves me. He married me out of love.’


‘Did he?’ Ginny’s thin face held a mocking sneer. ‘Ask them. Ask who believes it was love and not Ginny Marshall’s potion brought him to your bed?’


The watching women shuffled uneasily and their glances fell before Ginny’s fierce stare.


‘Richie Cade lives in the same house as you for one reason only, and she be standing ’ere beside me. It be his daughter. The child you loathe with all the strength that be in you – a hatred born of jealousy for the love he holds for her and the one who birthed her, a love you know he never had for you nor never will. That be the canker that be eating you away, Hannah Cade, the rot that will see you in your grave.’


‘My grave waits for me same as yours waits for you.’ Hannah stared at the silent onlookers, eyes rolling like a terrified horse’s. ‘Will you go to it in peace knowing the murder of a five-year-old boy went unavenged? Will your spirit lie quiet in the knowledge you let a murderer go unpunished, left her free to roam God’s earth, maybe to commit the same foulness, again and again? Who knows how many more mothers’ children that girl will kill?’


‘Ar, your graves be waiting on you.’ Ginny lifted her head, her thin hair blowing like dust before the breeze. ‘’Ow many of you will go to them with blood on your hands? The blood of a young wench, guilty of no more than loving a half-brother, and ’ow many be willing to risk the words of Ginny Marshall? For I tell you this: any woman who lays hands on the daughter of Richie Cade will know my vengeance. Any woman raising her hand against this wench raises it against me and in the raising condemns her own, for no child of her body will live. Each, whether ’tis born or yet to come, will go before her into the ground.’


‘Your words hold no fear for me.’ Hannah’s manic laughter rang out. ‘My child was taken from the canal, the life already gone from him, and my body will carry no more. But my spirit will lie in peace, the peace of knowing I repaid the death of my boy, knowing I took the life of her that robbed him of his.’


Before anyone could move, she grabbed a brick that had fallen from the half-demolished wall at her back, lunging with it towards the trembling girl.


‘Your words won’t save her, Ginny Marshall, you shan’t keep me from paying her out. You shan’t keep me from killing her!’


The words screaming from her Hannah threw herself forward, the brick raised in her hand.


‘Her has to die, as my lad has died.’


Swinging the brick in an arc about her head, she brought it slashing downward as Ginny stepped in front of the girl. The same instant the brick caught her full in the face, smashing her skull instantly.


Rachel Cade opened her mouth but there was no scream, only blackness as her body crumpled to the ground.


‘You are charged with murder.’


The sound of Isaiah Bedworth’s voice echoed in the high-ceilinged upstairs room of The Jolly Collier.


‘You are accused of deliberately throwing a five-year-old boy into the canal at Toll End Locks. How do you plead, guilty or not guilty?’


‘I didn’t.’ Rachel’s mouth trembled. ‘I would never hurt Robbie, he was my brother and I loved him.’


‘That is no answer!’ The magistrate brought his fist down hard on the table before him. ‘How do you plead, guilty or not guilty?’


Her fingers twisting tightly together, her voice little more than a whisper, Rachel gave her reply. ‘Not guilty.’


Isaiah looked closer at the girl the constable had brought before him. Hair the colour of wild wheat framed a face that already held a remarkable beauty before tumbling over breasts that looked firm and pert beneath the simple brown dress. Beneath the cover of the table he felt a stiffening in his groin. This girl was pretty, very pretty. He had not had one like her for a long time.


‘’Tis a lie! ’Er killed him, ’er killed my Robbie!’


Hannah’s wild cry rang through the room of the tavern that served the small community of Horseley as courtroom, interrupting Isaiah’s anticipation of what he was sure was to come.


‘Silence!’ He slapped the palm of his hand against the table as he glanced at Hannah. ‘I recognise the pain you are suffering, but this room is now a court of law and will be observed as such. Any disturbance and I will have the constable remove the lot of you.’


Turning his attention once more to Rachel, the constable standing at her side, Isaiah quenched the lust that flared in him.


‘Now,’ he said, small eyes roving over her, ‘tell me exactly what happened?’


‘We . . . we were out for a walk.’ Rachel’s quiet voice trembled as much as her mouth. ‘I . . . I always took him out for a walk on the heath when . . . whenever my stepmother allowed.’


‘And you took him on the heath this morning?’ Isaiah fingered the generous moustache that spread over his cheeks joining bushy sideburns, effectively framing the upper half of his podgy face.


Rachel looked over to where her father sat, his head in his hands, among the folk crowded into the room to watch the spectacle. Someone had fetched him from the mine and he had come running just as Ginny Marshall had fallen dead, her face smashed in. He had held Robbie a long time, cradling the small body in his arms while tears marked long white channels through the black coal dust that covered his face. Then, after laying the small form on the kitchen table, he had kissed his son and come to see his daughter brought before the magistrate.


‘Yes, sir.’ Rachel tried to stem her own tears but they refused to be stopped. ‘Hannah . . . my stepmother . . . wanted groceries from Tipton Green and when Robbie begged to go with me, she said he could. We were on the way home when Robbie asked to see the barges that tie up in the basin at Workhouse Lane. I . . . I know I should have said no,’ she glanced up at the magistrate, her wide violet eyes swimming with tears, ‘but I never could refuse Robbie anything. I loved him . . . I loved him.’


Glancing sternly towards the murmuring villagers the magistrate waited a few moments, allowing Rachel’s sobs to subside, then asked: ‘Did you take your half-brother to the basin at Workhouse Lane?’


Wiping away tears with her fingers, she nodded. ‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘We didn’t stay very long. I knew his mother would be angry if we were late.’


‘And what happened then?’ Isaiah asked, her tears affecting his groin more than his mind.


‘We made our way home, following the heath along the canal. Robbie was hoping to see a barge being towed. He liked to stroke the horses and the bargees were always very kind. They would lift him on to a horse’s back and let him ride a little way along the towpath, or sometimes they even let him ride on the barge. We were about to branch off across the heath back to Horseley when he shouted that the lock was being filled. He darted away before I could prevent him. I ran after him but the basket of groceries was heavy. I saw him jumping up and down on the edge of the lock, and then he . . . he was gone.’


‘Are you saying the child fell in?’


‘Yes.’


‘’Tis lies!’ Hannah screeched, drowning Rachel’s whispered response. ‘He didn’t fall in, her pushed him in! Her pushed my Robbie in the lock.’


‘Hannah Cade!’ The magistrate’s eyes glared from between bushy eyebrows and encompassing whiskers. ‘You also are under indictment and will in turn answer to this court. Until then you will remain silent or be taken to a place of security until you are called.’ Turning back to Rachel he asked in a milder tone, mindful of more pleasurable events to come, ‘Go on, tell us what happened then.’


Glancing first towards her father, Rachel saw he had not lifted his head but sat slumped as he had from the moment of her being brought into this room, the constable’s hand about her elbow.


‘I shouted for Robbie to step away from the edge but he called out there was a barge being lifted. He . . . he half turned towards me. I saw his face, full of excitement, and then he began to lean over the lock. He . . . he seemed to hang in the air, and then he fell in.’


Somewhere among the people she had known from childhood, Rachel heard her stepmother’s keening stifled as a sympathetic hand was clapped over her mouth. In the murmurings that accompanied the action she heard no sympathy for herself. It was as if the folk of Horseley had already condemned her.


‘I ran to the edge of the lock but there was no sign of Robbie. All I could see was the barge with the water churning around it.’


‘Was there anyone on the barge at the time?’ The magistrate’s question was aimed at the constable.


‘Just a lad, your worship.’


‘Just a lad! Do you mean that barge was being handled by a boy?’


‘It be usual practice, your worship. Ain’t much a bargee can do while the boat be in the lock, ’cept wait. It be usual for ’im to turn the horse loose to graze and take ’isself into the nearest hostelry, leaving a lad or a wife with the barge.’


‘And in this case?’


‘A ten-year-old lad was with the barge, your worship, while his father was in The Navigation – that be a public house set near the wharf. There weren’t no wife.’


‘I see.’ The plump face enveloped in iron grey whiskers turned back to the young girl whose fingers twisted incessantly, but the next question was still directed at the constable. ‘Did this boy make any attempt to save the child?’


‘Weren’t no chance o’ that, sir.’ The constable shook his head solemnly. ‘Lock be just big enough to take a barge. Ain’t but a few inches between the boat and the sides. Anything that gets sucked under a boat once it be shut inside of a lock has no chance of surfacing till the operation be over. Weren’t nobody could have gone in after that child.’


‘O’ course not!’ Hannah struggled free of the hands that held her, madness born of grief lending her strength, propelling her towards the table. ‘O’ course nobody could have got him out. Locks be twenty-foot deep and their sides be covered in slime. There be little chance of saving a body when no barge be in there, but given it holds a boat, that chance be gone – and ’er knowed that!’ She turned a wild glance on Rachel. ‘’Er knowed my little babby would drown. ’Er knowed it . . . ’er knowed it!’


Picking up the wooden gavel that had lain unused on the table, the magistrate brought it down with a bang.


‘Remove that woman from the court,’ he ordered. ‘She will be heard tomorrow.’


‘’Er was always jealous!’ Hannah screamed as two of the watching men grabbed her arms and began to haul her from the room. ‘’Er were jealous of her father’s marrying me, her were resentful right from the start.’ Twisting her head to the side, she sank her teeth into a hand that restrained her. As the man released her, yelping from the sting of her teeth, she pointed to Rachel. ‘You killed my babby,’ she said, voice now low with hatred. ‘You killed him and you’ll pay. If I ’ave to dance with the devil for all eternity because of it, I’ll see you pay!’


Tibbington workhouse smelled powerfully of soda, carbolic and misery.


‘You will be lodged at the workhouse until this day week.’


The magistrate’s closing words had turned Rachel’s blood to ice in her veins. The workhouse! A week there would seem an eternity. She had passed the low, dark, tiny paned building with its heavy wooden doors many times when going along Church or Workhouse Lane, and each time had felt a sense of foreboding. Once in there, the women of the village said, you only got to come out in a wooden box.


Now a grim-faced woman escorted her inside. Dressed in heavy grey serge, unrelieved by anything other than a bunch of keys to the left side of a black leather belt and a short thick-ended truncheon on the right, the wardress was a fearsome sight.


‘You be treated special.’ She grinned, showing several blackened stumps among yellow teeth. ‘You be given this nice room all to yourself. Magistrate said you was to be made comfortable until you was sent for, and that’s what you’ll be – if you know what’s good for you!’ The woman’s large hand fondled the stick at her side, the meaning behind her words made clearer by the threat in her cold eyes. ‘Now, you got two minutes to change into that nightgown and get yourself to bed.’


Dazed by the swiftness of it all, Rachel glanced about the tiny room. Light from the single candle flickered over brick walls painted brown. Against one, a table not much bigger than a stool held a plain jug and bowl, a square of rough calico draped over its edge. Beyond this the room held nothing but a narrow iron-framed bed.


‘Well, what you waiting for!’ The wardress’s hand tapped against the stick. ‘P’raps you be wanting me to help you?’


‘No!’ Rachel’s hands flew to the buttons at her throat, remembering the feel of the woman’s rough hands propelling her through the dimly lit corridors of the workhouse.


Trembling beneath the cold gaze, pressing dry sobs back in her throat, she removed dress and petticoats, folding each garment before laying it on the foot of the bed.


‘And the rest!’


The order was sharp as Rachel reached for the calico nightgown.


‘I . . .’ She felt the word catch in her throat as she looked at the wardress. ‘I would like to be left alone.’


‘Oh, you would like to be left alone!’ The woman’s harsh laughter rang against the painted walls seeking a way of escape from the nauseating enclosure of the tiny room. ‘And just who do you think you are? Lady muck!’ She stepped forward, her hard face half lit by the candle flame bore a menacing gleam. ‘Just you get one thing clear,’ she hissed, ‘you ain’t in no fancy house and you ain’t no honoured guest – you be in the workhouse. You be here until you goes to the gibbet for child murder, and while you am here you’ll do as Sadie Buckley tells you. Now I be telling you to strip or else you’ll be going back to face the magistrate in naught but your skin, and that marked nicely with a “P”.’


‘Marked!’ The fear already clouding Rachel’s violet eyes deepened.


‘O’ course.’ Pleasure at instilling terror into another person throbbed in Sadie Buckley’s voice. This was her one consolation in working as wardress where she had once thought to be governess. Thought to be until that cow upstairs had smarmed like butter over the Appointments Board! ‘Like I said, you be in the workhouse, and like everybody else who eats at the expense of the parish, you’ll be branded.’


In a sudden swift movement she lunged forward, knocking Rachel’s hands free of her throat and at the same time snatching at her thin cotton chemise, ripping it open to the waist.


‘I wonder where you’ll feel the iron?’ She smiled sadistically, eyes roving over the trembling girl. ‘Here?’ She touched one shoulder. ‘Or maybe here.’ The smile widened as she touched a finger to the pale brow. ‘Though it be my bet the brand will go here.’ Cold eyes glittering like those of a serpent, Sadie Buckley trailed her hand slowly down Rachel’s face, then over her neck and throat, down to the soft flesh of her breast.


‘Yes!’ She breathed faster, the noise of it rasping in the silence. ‘That be the spot the brander likes best to press the iron. He likes to leave his mark on a woman’s tits, ’specially young tits like these.’


The cry she had tried so desperately to hold back burst from Rachel as she shrank away from the hand fondling her breast.


‘Don’t touch me!’ she gasped. ‘Don’t touch me.’


Sadie’s hand dropped but the malicious smile remained. ‘There’ll be time enough for me to stroke them. I prefers to do it while the flesh be festering from the iron – you squirms even more that way. Think on that while you be waiting for morning to come.’


Swaying in the blackness she felt descending upon her, Rachel heard the slam of the door and the rasp of a bolt being shot into place.


Branded! The word rang in her brain. She would be branded with the mark of the workhouse. But wasn’t she already branded with a far worse mark? Wasn’t she branded her brother’s killer?


Humiliation and revulsion at the wardress’s treatment mixing with the fear already potent within her, she sank to the bed.


‘I did not kill Robbie,’ she sobbed into the darkness. ‘I did not kill my brother.’


A small square of light played on the wall above the jug and basin, telling her it was morning. Rachel pushed herself from the bed, her body stiff with cold. Somewhere in the silent building a door banged. Grabbing her clothes, she struggled into them, anxiety making her fingers clumsy as she raced to be dressed before the odious wardress made an appearance. Having no comb, she smoothed her hair with her hands, dropping them as the bolt on her door scraped back.


She had passed no one when Sadie Buckley had escorted her last night but now, as they entered a room at the end of a corridor, Rachel saw three long trestle tables, the benches to either side of them filled with women, each wearing the same dun-coloured uniform, each head cropped to within an inch of the scalp.


Following the wardress’s barked instructions, Rachel collected a tin bowl and spoon from a table alongside the door, taking it to a crop-headed woman standing behind a second table at the farther side of the room. On the stone flags stood a large two-handled pan from which she served porridge.


Following a brief nod of direction Rachel seated herself on the nearest bench, but no head lifted towards her and no one spoke.


‘Room one will be in the wash house.’ Sadie Buckley’s strident voice overrode the rattle of spoons against bowls. ‘Room two, in the kitchen. Three, the corridors and stairs. Four, the floors. And you . . .’ She poked a sharp finger between Rachel’s shoulder blades. ‘You will take the privies.’


‘Why has her put you doin’ the privies?’


A thin stringy woman, her scalp showing pink through her close cropped mousy hair, whispered to Rachel as she led the way from the dining hall to the yard behind the workhouse.


‘Did you hit her? God, I ’ope you fetched the bastard a wallop that knocked her senseless! Though by the look of you, I doubt you have the strength.’


‘No, I did not strike her,’ Rachel whispered back, feeling the wardress’s eyes following them as she stood in the doorway that gave on to the huge wash house.


‘Pity!’ The thin woman stopped before a pile of large rectangular metal trays, each about a foot deep, and beside them several short-handled shovels. ‘I only be waiting for the chance to have another go at the hard-faced bitch, I swear I’ll do for her then. But if you ain’t tried landing her one, ’ow come you be put cleaning out privies?’


‘Is it unusual?’ Rachel took the tray and shovel handed to her.


‘Ar.’ Taking a second tray and shovel, the woman set off in the direction of a row of low-roofed narrow buildings, each barely faced with a narrow door that left a wide gap to top and bottom. ‘I be the only one for six month or more been put to shovelling shit. It be her way of paying me out.’


‘Paying you out for what?’ Rachel glanced back across her shoulder to where the wardress still stood watching them.


‘For hitting her in the face with a jug!’ Kicking open the first of the doors, the woman glanced at Rachel, a smile creasing her thin face. ‘It weren’t so much the breaking of the governess’s platter jug that bastard minded, as all the women laughing to see the gravy it held running down ’er face. Ever since then ’er’s had me emptying the privies. So what did you do to upset her?’


‘I . . . I haven’t done anything.’


‘I see.’ The woman’s smile slipped away. ‘That be another of Sadie Buckley’s dislikes. ’Er don’t like a woman as don’t respond to her petting, and that be what you done, ain’t it?’


‘I . . . I did not care for her watching me undress.’


‘Nor for where ’er put her hands?’ the woman said, seeing the colour rise high in the girl’s pale face. ‘One of these days that woman will have no hands with which to maul a wench. One day ’er will find them chopped off!’


‘Cleaning privies not fit work for you this morning, Paget? Is it the bending and scraping you dislike . . . or perhaps the smell is not to your liking? Maybe we should sprinkle a little cologne in each privy so as not to offend your delicate nose.’ The wardress’s smile was vicious as she crossed the yard to them.


Squatting on her haunches in the first privy, the thin woman drew out a metal tray from beneath a bench-like seat with a hole in it. Bringing it out into the yard, she stood with it resting against the hessian apron that covered her down to her feet.


Rachel stepped away, stomach heaving at the sight of the evil-smelling mass that filled the tray.


‘It ain’t the smell of the privies be offending my nose,’ Paget said, staring into the wardress’s mocking eyes, ‘it be the smell of a shit hawk – the stink of you, Sadie Buckley. You’ve had shit in your mouth ever since you learned to speak, now see ’ow it feels to swallow it!’


Lifting the tray she had taken from the privy, she heaved it full in the face of the wardress. Then, snatching off the hessian apron, she was over the surrounding wall and gone.


In the bath house Rachel had scrubbed her whole body until the skin burned but still the smell of the privies remained thick in her nostrils. All around the giggles of the women bore testimony to a delight that had lightened their soul-weary day: the delight of seeing Sadie Buckley covered from head to toe in excrement.


‘Be Rachel Cade in here?’


Rachel stiffened as she heard her name called.


‘You be Rachel Cade?’


A wardress she had not previously seen marched into the cubicle that housed one of the tin baths, and suddenly Rachel felt cold.


‘Hurry up and get dressed,’ the wardress continued as the girl nodded. ‘You be wanted. There be a man waiting to see you.’


She had wondered when he would come. Now he was here, and it was to be done. She was to be branded.




Chapter Two


Where would the mark be made? Her whole body trembling, Rachel followed the wardress up bare stone steps and long dismal brown-painted corridors.


‘You ready, Cade?’


Paralysed with fear, Rachel felt the woman’s hand against the small of her back, propelling her through the door she had opened.


‘Well, good evening, my dear.’


The voice was soft, almost sibilant, but if it was meant to calm the terror that rooted her to the spot, it failed. How could they do this? How could they burn a mark into her flesh? She was not a pauper, dependent for her keep upon the parish, nor was she a condemned criminal. The magistrate had adjourned her hearing for a week, of which as yet only one day had passed. She had not been judged.


‘Come in, you will be much more comfortable here beside the fire.’


Comfortable, before a fire that would leave her marked for life? Rachel felt her stomach heave and her knees buckle.


‘Come, take a chair.’


Suddenly a man’s arm was about her, supporting her as she was led to a seat and gently lowered into it.


‘A little faintness, my dear. That is to be understood,’ the voice beside her crooned. ‘This place is not as desirable as one would wish a young woman to be housed in.’


‘Please . . .’ Rachel made her plea through gritted teeth. ‘Just do it.’


‘Do what, my dear?’


‘Is it not enough for you to burn a woman with your branding iron?’ Sobs she prayed would stay locked inside her caused her voice to shake. ‘Must you torment her as well?’


‘Brand? Is that what has you trembling? My dear, we no longer use a branding iron on those the parish supports. That practice has been abandoned in Tipton, though should you be sent to Bilston or to Birmingham to be tried by a court there then the outcome would be very different. The policy in those places is not so lenient as here. They still affix a brass letter “P” to the clothing of offenders. But we can be most lenient – provided, of course, we are convinced of the innocence of the accused.’


‘But I am innocent!’


She was not to be branded! Some of the fear she had felt since thinking herself threatened with the branding iron left her and for the first time since being propelled into the room, Rachel looked about her. It was lit by gas lamps instead of candles but the single lamp placed on each of three walls did not entirely light the room, but left puddles of shadow in which a small table and cupboard lurked like crouched animals, and as her eyes grew accustomed to the consumptive yellow glow she saw in the deepest pool of all a bed.


‘That is not the opinion of the people of Horseley. They see you as a murderer, the murderer of a child, and intend to see you pay the penalty for such a crime.’


‘But the bargee . . . the boy on the boat . . . they saw what happened. They will tell you Robbie ran away from me, that I was still some distance from him when he fell over the edge of the lock!’


‘The bargee might have told us that, but he did not come forward when you were brought into court. Without his evidence, and that of the boy, it is your word against that of your accusers, and they are very willing to testify . . . against you!’


He moved from her side as he spoke, coming to stand in front of her, his back to the fire burning in the grate, and Rachel looked up into the face of Isaiah Bedworth. This was the magistrate before whom she had been dragged, snatched from her father as he had tried to protect her, followed by the very women she had thought her friends, each of them claiming that she had killed her own brother. Each except for Ginny.


‘But Ginny Marshall!’ Rachel exclaimed. ‘She knows I would never harm Robbie, she will tell you . . .’


‘Ginny Marshall will tell me nothing.’ Above bushy grey whiskers, small eyes glittered, catching the gaslight like pieces of cold glass. ‘Ginny Marshall is dead.’


Her stepmother! Rachel caught her breath as memories of that scene in the village street came rushing back. Hannah screaming that Richie Cade’s daughter had drowned her half-brother; the shouts of the quickly gathered women; Ginny Marshall defending her; and last of all Hannah’s arm swinging towards her, a brick clasped in her hand. But it had struck Ginny. The blow was meant for Rachel, it was her that Hannah had wanted to kill, but instead it had struck Ginny and now the woman was dead.


‘But I didn’t do it!’


It was a cry of desperation. Rachel instinctively raised her hands towards the man looking down at her.


‘I am sure you did not, my dear.’ Isaiah caught the hands lifted towards him, holding them in his own. ‘But I need to be . . . shall we say . . . convinced absolutely of your innocence.’


‘But how can I do that? I have already told you all that happened.’


‘A little wine?’ Releasing her hands Isaiah turned to a table set to one side of the fireplace. Pouring two glasses from the carafe set there, he handed one to Rachel. ‘Drink that, my dear, and then we can talk.’


‘But there is nothing more I can tell you.’


‘Then we must find another way for you to convince me, must we not?’


His eyes still on her face, the magistrate drained his glass, swallowing the wine in one gulp before refilling the glass and carrying it across to the deeply shadowed alcove where he set it down on a small cabinet beside the bed.


‘I am not hard to convince.’


He had returned to stand behind her chair and one hand had dropped to her shoulder.


‘A girl as pretty as you should have no difficulty doing that.’


The hand slid slowly down, closing over one breast, squeezing the softness beneath the dun-coloured dress. Her mouth dry, Rachel tried not to pull away. She had heard women talk of this man and the things he did to get what he wanted. But she was accused of murder, and with Ginny Marshall dead there was none who would speak for her.


Her hand trembled so much it sent droplets of wine spilling on to her skirts. She stood up, taking the glass and placing it back beside the carafe.


Isaiah Bedworth’s eyes gleamed as he watched her, at the promise of her slim young body beneath his own. He often sent the younger, prettier women who were brought before him to the workhouse before sentence. There they could be held securely whilst awaiting transportation to prison he told the Board of Management, of which he was an officer. In reality it was for explaining to them the benefit, or otherwise, of agreeing to his suggestions for reducing the sentence he would pass, and their payment for his leniency.


‘Let me tell you what could be in store for you, my dear.’ He smiled, moustaches lifting, fleshy cheeks enfolding his eyes in layers of fat. ‘First you could be found guilty of murder, in which case you would be taken to a place of execution and there hanged by the neck until you are dead.’


He came to stand before her once more, again taking her hands, a smile still curling his mouth.


‘Secondly, you could be found guilty of manslaughter, in which case you would not hang but would be sent to prison. There you would be branded and remain, serving a term of hard labour that would last for the rest of your natural . . . or some might say highly unnatural . . . life. Either option, I am sure you will agree, is hardly desirable. So, you see,’ he pulled her closer his eyes glittering in the waxy light, ‘it is in your own best interests to do as I advise. In other words, convince me it would be wrong to pass either of those sentences upon you. You do agree, don’t you?’


Oh God! What had happened to her? Rachel shuddered. Only yesterday afternoon she had laughed with Robbie as they walked home from Tipton Green, trying to answer his hundred and one questions about the things that caught his ready curiosity, then on the way home had held the wild flowers he had gathered on the heath while he looked for more and now she was being held in the workhouse awaiting trial for murder!


‘You could already be in prison in Birmingham or Wolverhampton,’ Isaiah began again. ‘With an accusation as serious as that brought against you, I could already have sent you there. But I had no wish to see you locked in a cell with five or six other women, with no privacy for even the most intimate human functions. Prisons are not pleasant places, my dear. I would say they are places to be avoided at all costs.’


At all costs . . . Rachel wanted to scream. And what was the cost to be for her? What payment would this man extract for his leniency, what price must she pay to escape the gallows?


‘Think about it,’ he said softly. ‘You have only been in this institution for a night and a day but already you must have some knowledge of the harshness of life here. How much more harsh and savage prison life is cannot be imagined, but it can be lived, and will be lived by you unless you act sensibly.’


Rachel’s blood seemed to freeze beneath that glittering gaze. ‘What must I do?’ she whispered.


Slowly, still holding on to her hands, he backed across the room, stopping beside the bed.


‘Please me.’ The words were thick in his throat as he twisted her round so she stood with her back to the bed. ‘Just please me.’


She had to do this, Rachel thought, sinking on to the bed, she had to do what he wanted if she were to live. It would be over soon. Just this one night and then he would give her her freedom; just a few hours and she could forget.


Concentrating her mind on not screaming aloud, she sat hardly registering the removal of his clothes, her eyes empty as she watched them drop away, item by item.


His breathing rapid and heavy as he flung away the last garment, he took her hands again, this time grabbing them roughly, the pressure of his own biting into them.


‘Now!’ he almost moaned. ‘Kiss me.’


You have to do it, you have to do it! The thought throbbing in her brain, eyes closed against the sight of his flabby body, its skin almost yellow in the gaslight, Rachel forced herself to lift her face for a kiss.


‘Not there, my dear.’


Above her upturned face the magistrate’s voice sounded harsh, almost strangled.


‘Not there, here . . . kiss me here!’


With that last word he pushed her hands into his groin, pressing them against hard, pumping flesh.


‘No!’


The touch of his moist flesh too much to bear, Rachel snatched her hands away, knocking him backward as she jumped to her feet.


‘Don’t touch me!’ she gasped. ‘Don’t touch me!’


Staggering back against the cabinet, Isaiah glared as the glass of wine fell to the floor, shattering into a thousand glistening fragments.


‘You little fool!’ he hissed. ‘Do you realise what I can do to you?’


‘I realise what you were about to do to me,’ she sobbed. ‘The talk I heard about you in Tipton wasn’t all lies – the talk of how you treat a woman prisoner.’


Grabbing his shirt, Isaiah held it against a groin that had suddenly lost the throbbing urgency of seconds ago.


‘Did the women of Tipton tell you what Isaiah Bedworth does to those who do not take the mercy he offers?’ he grated. ‘No, they did not, because none of them refused. None of them was stupid enough to choose the lash followed by a prison term. Is that what you want? Is that preferable – to spend the rest of your life in the stinking hell of a prison rather than spend one night in bed with me?’


‘Yes!’ Her whole body shaking, Rachel turned from the sight of him. ‘I would rather rot in hell than lie with you!’


‘Oh, you won’t rot in hell.’


Movement behind her told Rachel he was replacing his clothes. ‘You are not going to stay in any prison.’ Isaiah Bedworth’s voice throbbed with unmasked vengeance. ‘You are going to hang! You are going to feel the drag of the rope against your skin as it tightens about your neck, feel the trapdoor give beneath your feet as you wait in fear and trembling. And until it does you can think on this: I had no intention of finding you not guilty. I would have taken all that tight little body of yours had to offer, and not just for tonight but for every night until sentence was passed, the sentence I fully intend to give, that sentence being death.’


‘That be her! That be the one as chucked a babby in the lock.’


‘No need to take her in there, constable, we all knows ’twas her done it. Ain’t no need for Isaiah Bedworth to say what’s to be done. We know ’ow to deal with them as kills innocent children. Just you ’and her over to us, we’ll see ’er gets what be coming to her.’


From among the crowd gathered around The Jolly Collier to watch Rachel brought back before the magistrate, women shouted accusations and threats. From the edge of the assembly Richard Cade came forward, taking his daughter in his arms as she stepped from the wagon that had brought her, from the workhouse and Tibbington.


‘Rachel. Oh, Rachel, my little wench!’


‘I did not kill him, Father.’ She clung to him, whispering her innocence against his shoulder. ‘I did not kill Robbie.’


‘I know, my wench. I know.’ Richard Cade’s voice caught in his throat. ‘Have no fear, the magistrate will see you be telling no lie. He won’t let you be sent to no prison.’


‘You are not going to stay in any prison. You are going to hang.’ Isaiah Bedworth’s words of the night before rang in Rachel’s mind. Her father was right in his supposition: the magistrate would not allow her to be sent to prison. He was sending her to the gallows.


‘Now then, Richie, there can be no talking to the prisoner.’ The constable gently eased her father’s arms from around her, ignoring the jibes of the women who crowded after him into the upstairs room.


Seated before the table that served as judge’s bench, Rachel could not bring herself to look into the face of the man who had thought to use her and now sat in judgement over her. She kept her eyes downcast as first one woman of the village and then another spoke against her. Were they doing so in order to gain themselves a moment of glory in an otherwise drab existence or had they been paid to speak as they did? Such an action would hardly be alien to the man whose eyes had silently mocked her as she was brought before him.


It could only have been half an hour but to Rachel it seemed she sat in that room for a lifetime before the gavel was brought down, its noise silencing the murmurs of the onlookers.


‘We have heard the evidence of witnesses for the prosecution.’ Beneath their bushy eyebrows Isaiah Bedworth’s eyes glared at the listening public, his whole attitude daring one of them to cross him.


‘And yesterday we heard the evidence of Hannah Cade, mother of that innocent boy, her only child, taken from her and cruelly murdered.’


Directing his stare towards Rachel, he smiled inwardly. It was a pity the girl had refused to submit. He would have enjoyed having her kiss his penis, having her do so many of the other little practices he enjoyed, just as he was going to enjoy sentencing her to death . . . but not yet. Not until he had heightened the blood lust of the people in this room; not until his words had tortured her still more. He should not, of course, use emotive terms such as he had just employed, deliberately leading the listening court. As a magistrate he should be impartial. That thought amused him and he found it hard not to give a smile. After all, who in Tipton would dare oppose him?


‘We heard Hannah Cade describe how, since her marriage to Richard Cade, the accused had displayed constant jealousy. How with the birth of Hannah’s son that jealousy not only increased but became centred upon the boy. We have heard how the father refused to hear the truth of his wife’s words. How on each and every occasion she spoke to him of the girl’s jealousy, he said it was only imagination on the part of his wife, that his daughter was not of a jealous nature; and when Hannah Cade told him she had become fearful for the child’s safety, he said his daughter would not harm a fly, much less her own brother. Sadly, as this court has seen, how wrong he was. We have heard how three days ago the accused took her brother on an errand from which he did not return. So why did Hannah Cade allow her son to accompany his half-sister to the market at Tipton Green?’


Isaiah lifted his eyes to gaze solemnly at the faces about him, drawing the strings of his net tighter about the silent girl.


‘For the benefit of those not present in the court to hear Hannah Cade’s own witness, I will tell you. That poor woman had prayed constantly that her step-daughter would come to return the deep love Hannah held for her – prayed almost every hour that Rachel would come to love, if not her, then the second child of her father, her own half-brother. And when Rachel Cade offered to take the boy with her to the market, Hannah thanked God – thanked Him that at last her prayers seemed answered. Poor deluded woman.’


Breaking off he shook his head, again almost smiling at the sound of sobs from the listening women and short embarrassed coughs from the men. After this they would welcome the death sentence. There would be no reprieve for Rachel Cade.


‘Poor misguided Hannah Cade.’ Isaiah timed the continuation of his speech with the ease of an expert. He had the crowd in the palm of his hand, all he need do now was deliver his verdict. ‘To be so cruelly deceived, so heart-broken that in its mercy this court excused her from further testament, for she will spend the rest of her unhappy life feeling the pain that only a mother can feel: the pain of losing an only child, a child murdered by a jealous and heartless girl. It is that same mercy that now asks, is there any among you will speak in defence of the accused? Will anyone speak for Rachel Cade?’


‘I do.’ Richard Cade jumped to his feet. ‘I say my wench would never have done what her be accused of. Her would never lift a finger against the boy . . . it be all lies, cruel wicked lies!’


‘You too have been heard by this court.’ Isaiah glared at this interruption. ‘As the father of the accused you cannot truly be blamed for remaining blind to her guilt – in fact, you are to be commended for your loyalty. But the court cannot be blind, cannot turn its eyes from the obvious. It has a duty not only to protect the innocent but to punish the guilty. And in the knowledge that when giving judgement it, as every being on earth, stands in the sight of God, it humbly asks His mercy for what it now must do.’


Waiting a full minute, Isaiah savoured the silence. Then, taking up the gavel, he began to speak the words that would send Rachel Cade to the gallows.


‘Don’t know why the girl wasn’t sent to the Assize at Birmingham.’


The keeper of The Navigation tavern set a glass of porter before his only customer. It was still early in the day, but men often called in for a drink or a bite when travelling to and fro between the brickworks or coalmines and the canal wharf at nearby Tipton Green.


‘Should rightly ’ave sent the wench there, to my way of thinking, what with the charge being so serious.’


‘Serious?’ Jared Lytton was only half listening to the innkeeper’s gossip, his mind on the chain he must get to the dockyards at Portsmouth.


‘Ain’t nothing more serious, sir.’ The man whipped a cloth from the pocket of a long brown apron tied about his waist, wiping the top of a nearby table, clearly intent on utilising this opportunity to air his latest story. ‘Murder be the most serious crime of all, especially when it be an innocent babe as were the victim.’


‘Murder, you say?’ Jared’s brown eyes flickered with momentary interest. He would drink his porter and be on his way, and that damn’ barge better be at Toll End wharf or there might well be a second murder for the Assize to try.


‘Ar.’ The table wiped and cloth flipped back into his pocket, the innkeeper nodded. ‘It happened last time you was here in The Navigation, only a few days since. You remembers, Mr Lytton? We heard a wench scream and we ran outside.’


Jared’s fine brows drew together in a frown.


‘Surely you remembers?’ the innkeeper urged. ‘Was me and yourself, just like it be now. Were no other customers except for a bargee, it being the time of day when the brickyards and such be going full blast. I remembers you saying you was off to hire a barge for some delivery down Portsmouth way.’


‘Which I am about to do again.’ Jared tossed back his porter, the flicker of interest already faded. ‘Damn’ boat never turned up.’


‘Be it important cargo, Mr Lytton?’


‘Important enough to me. If I don’t get that load to the docks I could well be out of the chain business, and that could be disastrous for more than a few families in Tipton.’


‘Which wharf be that barge supposed to pull into, if you don’t mind my asking, sir?’


Picking up a short-handled riding crop from the table, Jared handed the man a coin.


‘Toll End,’ he answered.


Taking the coin, the innkeeper followed the tall broad-shouldered man out into the warm morning air.


‘Begging your pardon, Mr Lytton . . .’ He watched the easy swing that carried the younger man into the saddle of a coal black stallion, its hooves already restlessly pawing the ground. ‘But if it be that the barge you speak of ain’t at the wharf, then maybe you might take the boat my wife’s brother has out at the basin along of Workhouse Lane? It be a sound boat and old Jem be trustworthy. You wouldn’t find a better bloke to take your cargo, whatever it be.’


‘You say this barge is in the basin now?’


‘Pulled in last evening. He’ll be looking for a new cargo.’


Holding the reins short, curbing the impatient stallion, Jared gave a brief smile. ‘Then if your brother-in-law is still lying in that basin, he has himself a cargo.’


‘Jem’ll be right glad. The day be a good one for him.’ Shading his eyes against a sudden bright gleam of sunlight, the landlord of The Navigation looked towards the canal that ran just a few yards away. ‘Not like that poor wench.’


Swinging the horse about, Jared glanced at the man. ‘What poor wench will that be?’


‘The one I were telling you about but a moment ago. The one they be trying for murder this afternoon, up at Horseley. The one they says chucked her young half-brother in the cut, right there.’ He pointed towards the lock. ‘But to my mind her didn’t throw the lad in, he tumbled over the edge while watching a barge being raised. Least that be my reckoning of it.’


‘Of course I remember!’ Jared glanced towards the canal. ‘We heard a scream and came out of the inn as a girl was running towards the lock. A girl in a brown dress . . .’


‘That be the one, sir. Be Richie Cade’s daughter if talk be true. Though if it is, I’ll be more’n surprised. That one be a fine wench, always well-mannered. I never heard no man speak against her, tho’ I’ll not say the same for Richie Cade’s wife.’


‘The girl’s mother?’ Jared’s arm jerked and his fingers tightened as the horse fought for its head.


‘Stepmother, sir,’ the landlord corrected. ‘And a right spiteful bugger to that girl, so my missis tells me. But I reckon her won’t have the chance to vent her spite on the wench again, for it be my bet that girl will swing. Old Isaiah Bedworth be one for giving maximum sentence. He’d hang a bloke for breathing if he could. I reckon that daughter of Richie Cade’s will be hanged afore the month be out.’


‘But how can the charge be murder? What happened was an accident. The boy on the barge must have seen exactly what happened. Surely he has testified?’


‘Barge carried on up the cut no sooner it were out of the lock.’ The landlord stepped back out of reach of the prancing hooves. ‘The lad and the bargee ain’t been back since. They could be anywhere in the country by now, and Magistrate Bedworth ain’t one to wait till they be found. No, ’tis my bet he will send that wench to the gallows.’


‘But you saw what happened!’ Jared held the horse with ease. ‘Surely you have testified?’


‘Begging your pardon, Mr Lytton, I didn’t see what actually happened. Like yourself, I only seen the girl running towards the lock. I didn’t see the lad – not till he were dredged up anyway – so it could be argued that my evidence has no real evidence at all. Besides, Isaiah Bedworth don’t be one to forget easy. It be sounder for a man to stay clear of him – that be any man who has to earn his living.’


So no one had spoken for the girl, thought Jared, guiding his mount across Horseley heath. The landlord of The Navigation could not really be blamed for avoiding a clash with Isaiah Bedworth. Jared knew too well the nature of the man.


Tethering his stallion he walked a few yards along Horseley village’s single street before entering The Jolly Collier. This, he guessed, was the building where any matter involving the village would be discussed, and it was here, away from the more discerning, that Isaiah Bedworth would be likely to conduct the hearing against the daughter of Richie Cade.


In the upstairs room women whispered among themselves, eyes fastened on the girl sitting before a table behind which the magistrate held a wooden gavel in his plump fist.


‘Rachel Cade . . .’ The gavel rose.


‘you are charged with murder. This court has heard the witnesses brought against you.’ The gavel hovered.


‘I have listened to the evidence . . .’


‘So you have.’ From the back of the room Jared’s voice rang loud and clear. ‘But you have not heard mine!’




Chapter Three


‘Thank you. Thank you, sir.’


Arms around his daughter, Richie Cade turned a grateful glance to the man who had followed them from the public house.


‘I thought my girl was a goner. Seemed nobody in the world was prepared to stand up for her.’


‘But you believed in her?’


‘Ar, I did. I know my daughter. Her loved that little lad, loved him true. And in spite of what folk hereabouts have said, her would never have lifted a finger against him.’


‘You wasn’t there, Richie Cade!’ a woman shouted from among the onlookers who even now were reluctant to forego an entertainment they might never see again. ‘You didn’t see what happened.’


Turning towards the muttering crowd, Jared Lytton swept them with a forbidding look. How many of them would be there had the cause been anything but trial for a murder? How many had spoken against the girl now safe in her father’s arms? How many would be prepared to forget? Or would her life here be one of torment, constantly accused of something she had not done?


‘No, you didn’t see what that daughter of yourn done, you weren’t there.’


‘Were you?’ His face clearly showing anger as well as contempt, Jared turned on the crowd. ‘Were any of you there beside that lock? Did any of you see this girl throw her brother into the water? The answer is no. No you did not, yet you were ready to see her hang, to see a young girl die.’


‘’Er did kill my Robbie.’ Eyes red and swollen, hair escaping in tufts from the pins that held it, Hannah Cade pushed free from her neighbour’s arms, stepping in front of Jared. ‘’Er killed my boy and ’er should have hanged.’


‘Ar, ’er should have hanged. ’Er should die like that babby. I say chuck ’er in the cut, let her drown like ’e did.’


‘You won in there, Lytton.’ Behind Jared the magistrate’s low voice was spiced with venom. ‘Inside that room you argued with the law but out here there is no law. What will you do against mob rule? It will take more than a ready tongue to dissuade this lot from stringing the girl up here and now . . . and what could one constable and a magistrate do against so many?’


‘Ar, let ’er drown!’ The call flashed from mouth to mouth. ‘Chuck ’er in the cut.’


Raising his crop above his head, Jared faced them, Isaiah Bedworth’s soft laughter reaching him beneath the cries of the crowd.


‘Keep back!’ The warning in his voice was clear, the light in his eyes deadly. ‘The first one to lay hands on this girl will regret it!’


‘Who do you think you be, coming ’ere to Horseley and telling folk what to do?’


Jared’s mouth curved in a cold smile but his glance did not seek the woman who had shouted.


‘I can see some among you who know very well who I am, and who know well what I can do to this village. You women . . .’ he glanced around the hostile faces glaring out from beneath woollen shawls ‘. . . how many of you have husbands and sons who work in Lytton mines? How many labour in Lytton brickworks, and how many make chain at Blowers Green or in their own outhouse workshop? Chain bought by Lytton. I see by your faces there are many. And you men . . .’ The cold stare was directed to the few men dotted among the women, those who had taken advantage of a late shift to view the spectacle and take a drink at The Jolly Collier. ‘Take off your trousers and give them to the women! Do it now, for I am left in no doubt as to who rules in your households. And after that you may collect your tins for any man who can allow such tormenting of a young girl has no place with Jared Lytton.’


‘We beg your pardon, Mr Lytton, sir, but we thought it were widely known. We thought . . . we were told Cade’s wench had been seen to push that lad into the canal.’


‘I said . . .’


‘You says too much!’ The man who had called out to Jared turned on the woman who had spoken by his side, his face dark with anger. ‘Say one more word and you’ll have my fist about your face! Get yourself off home and stay there. And you lot . . .’ He glared at the women round about him. ‘Keep yourselves and your lying tongues out of my house. If I catch you anywhere near mine, I’ll throw you in the bloody cut. Ar, and any man who tries to stop me!’


The few remaining men glanced anxiously at Jared, at the person who with one word could take away their livelihood.


‘Please.’ Rachel stepped free from her father’s arms. ‘Please don’t take away the jobs of these men. I have been acquitted and no harm has been done.’


‘No harm done?’ Jared grated. ‘I think there has been a great deal of harm done.’


‘Then do not do any more. Do not take away the jobs of these men.’


For a moment he could only stare at the girl whose eyes met his pleadingly. Isaiah Bedworth had had her locked away in Tibbington workhouse instead of sending her to a Birmingham prison – that much he had learned from listening to the murmurs in that upstairs room. And for what reason? He knew of the man’s reputation, of his eye for women – especially young, pretty women – and though he had no proof, he did not doubt what rumour held to be true of his dealings with female prisoners. Had such use been made of Rachel Cade? Had she been forced to accept Isaiah Bedworth’s ‘leniency’? The thought suddenly wrenching his gut, Jared swung back to face the waiting men.


‘You have this girl to thank for your jobs and homes – be sure your wives remember that. Should any of them raise a hand against her, you will be gone from Horseley and any other place where I have influence. And remember they are many. You and your families will have to travel very far to escape the influence of Jared Lytton.’


‘Ain’t everybody depends on Lytton for their living.’ A hard-faced man with a cap pulled low over grey hair, ragged black trousers skimming his heavy boots, stared defiantly back at Jared. ‘Ain’t everybody in Horseley be beholden to you. I say that wench you be defending best look to herself. You won’t be in Horseley every night, Mr Jared Lytton. You won’t be ’ere when darkness covers the moon. You won’t be able to stop justice being done, not for long you won’t.’


‘He’s right, Lytton,’ said Isaiah softly. ‘You might have protected the girl today but what of tomorrow and the days after that? You won’t be able to stand between her and women like these for long. Sooner or later they will have the sport they want – the sport you cheated them of.’


‘And what of your sport, Bedworth?’ Jared’s eyes glinted like polished bronze. ‘Have I cheated you as well? Denied you what you enjoy so much – having a pretty girl helpless in your hands. Or should that be your bed?’


‘Maybe, Lytton.’ Within their frame of whiskers, the magistrate’s eyes mocked him. ‘But then, you’ll never know, will you? You could try the girl yourself, but if the way be already open you won’t know whether the doing of it be mine or another man’s.’


His hand tightening about the short whip, Jared stared at the man to whom justice was entrusted and for a moment toyed with the notion of meting out justice of his own. Then he turned his glance back to Richie Cade, his arms about his daughter once more.


‘Is Magistrate Bedworth correct in assuming the matter of your daughter will not be left here?’


‘Too bloody sure he be right!’ Came a voice from the crowd. ‘Murder will be paid for, and if Isaiah Bedworth don’t take payment, there be them as will. It’ll take more than the high-falutin’ Jared Lytton to prevent that.’


Half facing the crowd Jared saw that the shout had come from the same man who had made a threat some moments before.


‘Get yourself and your interfering ways out of Horseley,’ the man snarled. Bending, he picked up a stone and hurled it at Jared, striking him on the side of the head. ‘Leave we to look after our own.’


Jared’s mouth tightened with fury and his eyes blazed. With the whip gripped so fast his knuckles stood out from his hand, he strode over to the man who had thrown the stone, shouldering his way through the crowd, pushing men and women aside as though he did not see them.


‘Why, you bastard!’ he hissed. Then pulling back the hand that was ready to strike, gave an icy smile. ‘No, that way would be too easy for me, and too short for you. You are not going to look after anyone except yourself for a very long time, my friend.’ The words were hissed between his clenched teeth. ‘And that will require much more thought and expertise than throwing any stone,’ he continued. ‘You are going to have to watch yourself every minute of the day and night. You will be afraid to close your eyes, never knowing if they will open again.


‘You have just made the most serious mistake of your life and now it is your turn to pay. And, believe me, you will pay – hard and long. You are going down the line, for as long as Jared Lytton’s lawyers can keep you there.’


The swift gasps of the women and the low mutterings of the men not yet dispersed hung like insects on the afternoon air.


‘Constable!’


Jared kept his eyes on the man staring murderously at him, recognising him for one he had dismissed a month ago for turning out poorly forged chain.


‘Mr Lytton, sir?’ The constable stepped forward, lifting his hand in a salute.


Jared’s face set into harsh lines. ‘I accuse this man of verbal assault and with physical injury to my person. I request that you take him in charge.’ Turning to the magistrate, he added: ‘Perhaps you will acquaint me with the date of this man’s hearing? This time I would like to be present to witness your leniency.’


‘He was just angry.’ Once again Rachel stepped free from her father’s arms. ‘He did not mean to do you an injury, I’m sure of it.’


‘Are you, Miss Cade?’


The same softness touched her face and the same pleading shone in her eyes, but this time to no effect.


‘Are you? Unfortunately for him, I am not. Your pleading will meet with no reward this time. He will go to prison, and for a very long time. And now . . .’ he directed his glance over the muttering crowd ‘. . . I suggest you all go home before others among you come to regret this day.’


‘You’ll not come into the house again.’ Hannah Cade had stood in silence as the constable left with his prisoner but now she glared at Rachel. ‘You will never set foot inside my door. And you!’ Eyes holding the glint of madness were lifted to Jared. ‘You have saved her but you won’t save yourself. My curse be upon you, Jared Lytton. You will feel the pain I feel, yours will be the agony of losing one you love, you will tread the path of sorrow and eat from the dish of bitter herbs, and you will remember, you will always remember, the words of Hannah Cade!’


‘I have to go, Father. I can’t stay here.’


Rachel looked down at the tattered remnants of her Sunday dress and the fragments of slashed petticoats lying outside the house where she had been born. Hannah had run from them as they had left The Jolly Collier, and now behind the closed door of the house her crazed laughter was audible.


‘But this is your home.’ Richie Cade’s face, still showing traces of the good looks that had once had the girls of Horseley vying for his attention, creased with worry.


‘It is also your home, Father,’ she said gently. ‘As it is Hannah’s. She is your wife, Father. She needs you.’


‘She never needed me.’ Richie looked deep into the eyes of his daughter. ‘She only wanted me – wanted to own me, body and soul. But I could not love her. I could not love any woman after your mother – perhaps one day you will understand that. I gave Hannah Cade my name and, God help me, my son, but my love was never hers. Now my son is gone and soon you will be also. And at that moment I will be free of her lying tongue and her endless complaints, for when you leave, I leave.’


‘No, Father.’ Throwing her arms about him, Rachel pressed her face against his shoulder, the cloth of his jacket rough against her skin. ‘You can’t leave Hannah. Losing first Robbie and then you will be too much for her to bear. I’ve seen the unhappiness on your face, I know life has not been easy for you – but then, it has not been easy for Hannah either. She must know your true feelings and that is a heavy burden she has carried. Now the death of her son has increased that burden a hundredfold. You can’t give her more to bear, Father. You can’t leave her now.’


Richie stroked the pale golden hair, so like the hair of the love of his heart. He had thought never to marry again when his wife had died of the brain fever, and just why he had only the hosts of heaven could tell for afterwards he never could understand it. Hannah had brought nothing but spite and jealousy to his house, and now she was driving away his only happiness. But he had married her, and his daughter was right. He could not leave her now; she was his wife, his responsibility. Till death do us part. He had repeated the words of the preacher, and only death would free him from his vow.


‘I must be the one to go, Father,’ Rachel whispered against his shoulder. ‘It is the only way. Just remember I love you, and that I loved Robbie. I vow to you, I did not kill him.’ Pulling free, she looked up into her father’s face, her eyes brimming with tears. ‘No matter what others have said, I did not kill your son.’


‘I knew that from the first.’ Richie Cade’s voice caught on the tears in his throat. ‘You would have given your own life sooner than see that boy harmed in any way at all. ’Twere an accident and the whole of Horseley knows it – there just be a few as enjoys a spectacle, no matter who be the one paying for it. And ’tis the two of us will be doing the paying, you and me. I only pray the Almighty will see fit to ease your burden soon. I love you, my little Rachel, I love you.’
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