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Chapter One


‘You realise, of course, you can no longer stay in this house? What you have done is unforgivable, a wicked thing. You have brought disgrace upon yourself and shame upon my house.’


Head bent, fingers twitching nervously at the corners of a snowy white apron, Lizzie Burton remained silent, the tears stealing gently down her cheeks the only evidence that she had heard the harsh words of her employer.


Cato Rawley glanced over the top of his rimless spectacles, taking in the trembling figure before him, its trim shape somehow accentuated by the lace-edged apron, a matching cap setting off her shining chestnut hair. The girl was downright pretty. It was easy to see how a man might lose his head over her.


Removing his spectacles, he rubbed them with a fine lawn handkerchief, coughing to disguise the fact that more than his mind was disturbed by this scene.


‘Well, girl!’ He replaced the glasses on his nose. ‘Have you nothing to say?’


Lizzie’s chestnut hair swung, catching the light that flowed into the quiet room.


‘This man – what’s his name?’


His question met only by silence, Cato followed it with another. ‘You do know his name? You weren’t so foolish as to allow some fly by night . . .?’


‘No, sir.’ Lizzie looked up, speaking for the first time since being sent for by the master of the house.


‘That’s something at least. I take it then that you will be marrying as soon as possible?’


Hearing the sob that escaped her, he frowned. ‘This man, whoever he is – he has agreed to marry you?’


‘Yes.’ The word was squeezed out between lips that barely moved. ‘He has agreed to marry me.’


‘Then the sooner it is done the better.’ Rawley leaned back in his luxuriously padded chair. ‘However, the fact that you are to marry, that this man is to give his name to the child he has fathered, does not in any way excuse the wrong you have done. Carnality can be forgiven by none but the Lord. I hope, child, that you will pray to Him, both earnestly and often.’ He fiddled again with his spectacles, not looking at the girl standing facing his desk. ‘This is a painful duty but one I cannot shirk. It might have come more gently from your mistress but since she is absent . . .’


He looked up then, the sight of that pretty face streaked by tears bringing a familiar ache to his loins. The girl was lovely, it was a pity he had not noticed it before. ‘The sin you have committed is abhorrent to me. I cannot expose my wife to such a taint. However, I must also exercise Christian charity. I will instruct Mrs Ridley that you be paid your wage to the end of the month, but you will leave this house first thing in the morning.’


Deborah Hammond carried the last of the supper dishes into the scullery. Leaving them unwashed on the board set alongside the shallow brown stone sink, she returned to the kitchen. Glancing at the girl sitting at the big scrubbed table, her head sunk on her chest, she felt a quick surge of compassion mixed with anger. Compassion for her friend and anger at the man who had seduced her.


Going to sit beside the trembling figure, she asked gently, ‘Have you seen the master?’


Lizzie nodded, the words she struggled to say catching in her throat.


Touching a hand to the girl’s shoulder, Deborah asked softly, ‘What did he say?’


‘What do you expect?’ Face flushed from the heat of the blazing fire, the housekeeper swung around to face the two girls. ‘He’s told her she’s to go, and it’s no more than she deserves, dirty little slut! Eh, what a thing to bring on this house!’


‘Is that all you can think of?’ Deborah’s eyes flashed green fire. ‘This house? What about Lizzie?’


‘What about her!’ Agnes Ridley’s mouth curled like the crusts of week-old bread. ‘Didn’t nobody here push her into bed with a man. What she did was off her own bat, and now she has to pay for it she’s snivelling. Well, she can go on snivelling, she’ll get no sympathy here. She can’t expect the master to keep her on.’


‘But where will she go? She has no parents, no family. You know that and so does the mistress.’


‘But the mistress don’t be here.’ The housekeeper’s mouth curled again in triumph. ‘For myself, I’ve no idea where the slut can go and I don’t care.’


‘How can you say that?’ Deborah’s brows drew together in disbelief. ‘Lizzie has been in this house for eight years. You have known her since she was a child. In all that time she has never done anything wrong or unkind . . .’


‘So we were led to think!’ Agnes snapped. ‘But now we have the proof – proof that she’s no better than the trollops who flaunt themselves along of the North Western, waiting for men getting off the trains.’


‘Lizzie isn’t like that.’ Deborah felt a tremor beneath her hand, heard the other girl’s soft intake of breath. ‘She would never do anything so brazen.’


Crossing to the range gleaming by the yellowy light of the gas mantles, Agnes picked up a ladle, dipping it into a large saucepan bubbling gently on the hob.


‘If she’s not like that then how come she’s carrying some man’s bastard?’


‘What she did was wrong, and Lizzie knows that.’ Deborah slid an arm about the silent girl. ‘But she needs help. You can’t just turn your back on her after eight years.’


‘Eight years!’ Agnes answered acidly. ‘Eight years of having a good home, a clean bed and regular meals. And how does she thank the master for that? By bringing shame to his house. Well, he’s given her his answer and I’ll give her mine. She’ll get no help from me. “As ye sow, so shall ye reap”. That was what my mother always told me.’


Withdrawing her arm from Lizzie’s heaving shoulders, Deborah stood up, her face resolute. ‘In that case,’ she said quietly, ‘you should pray for your harvest to be long in ripening for you will have a deal of reaping to do.’


‘Why, you!’ Ladle in hand, the housekeeper whirled round, narrow eyes bright with fury. ‘You dare talk to your betters like that, and I’ll speak to the master about you!’


‘And enjoy the telling, as doubtless you enjoyed telling him of Lizzie’s predicament. As for speaking so bluntly to my betters, that is one thing I could not possibly stand accused of when speaking to you. And I doubt very much I would be doing so in speaking to the master either.’


Colour deepening in her face Agnes Ridley dragged air into lungs held tight by anger. ‘You’ll be sorry for that!’ she hissed. ‘Sorry for letting your tongue run away with your common sense. I’ll have you dismissed too. You can go with your trollop of a friend!’


‘Don’t say any more.’ Lizzie looked up, her reddened eyes imploring. ‘Don’t say any more, Deborah, or you’ll lose your position. Apologise before it’s too late. Tell Mrs Ridley you didn’t mean what you said.’


Keeping one hand on the other girl’s shoulder, Deborah fixed her eyes on the older woman’s flushed face as she answered.


‘But I do mean it. My tongue did not run away with my senses Mrs Ridley. Quite the reverse, my tongue has held my senses in check for years, but no more. And now I’m going to say what common sense has told me for years: that you are a spiteful, vindictive woman who delights in nothing more than venting your frustration on those ill equipped to strike back. You gain pleasure from making the lives of those who serve in this house a torment to them.’


Across the kitchen Agnes’s breath was expelled in an audible gasp and her narrowed eyes stared at the girl facing her so bravely.


‘The master shall hear of this!’


‘And when will you tell him?’ Deborah’s head lifted defiantly. ‘After you have left his bed, or while you are doing the very thing you both condemn Lizzie for doing? You are right in one thing you say. There is a trollop in this house but that trollop isn’t Lizzie – it’s you!’


On the other side of the table the housekeeper’s thin lips folded even further inward giving a sharp fox-like point to her narrow features. Fingers tightening about the ladle, she glared at the girl who for the first time since coming to Portland House had dared to answer her back. Another of them! Thoughts savage as whipcord flicked through her mind. Another girl half her age; another pretty face to take Cato Rawley’s attention from her, another young body to entice him away. Oh, she had seen the looks he had cast in the direction of such girls; looks that clearly indicated it would be to her own benefit if they could be got rid of. Now fate had given her her chance, and she would make certain no pretty young thing came to serve here as maid again.


‘Don’t you dare say that to me!’ Always quick to surface, Agnes’s temper flared again.


‘Why not?’ Deborah kept her own anger under control though the contempt she felt for this woman rang clear in her voice. ‘It’s true. I’ve heard you, night after night, going to the master’s room whenever his wife is away. And that’s very often, isn’t it, Mrs Ridley? You see to that with your lies and insinuations. You goad the poor woman until she’s glad to go.


‘You saw yourself in her place, as mistress of this house, but that was before Leonie Elliott came on the scene. Now she has taken Cato Rawley’s fancy and he no longer wants you. That’s the poison that is festering inside you, the sickness eating away at you, the frustration that drives you to lash out at every opportunity. But all your spite will not alter anything. You have lost your dream. Cato Rawley will never take you for anything more than a means to satisfy his lust.’


The ladle dropping from her hand to clatter noisily on the flagged floor, Agnes Ridley stared at Deborah, white-faced in shock. She had been so careful! All these years she had been so careful, waiting until long after the maids were in bed before going to the master’s room. Yet all the time they had known . . . they had known!


Leaning heavily on the table, she stared into eyes cool with derision while her brain whirled, trying to piece together a reply. She must not admit to what this chit of a girl accused her of; she must not admit to being Cato Rawley’s mistress.


‘The master shall hear of your wicked lies,’ she pronounced. ‘He will hear of them and you will be sent packing tonight.’


‘Yes, he will hear, but telling him is one delight you will not have, and nor will he have the pleasure of dismissing me. I am going to see him right now . . . to give in my notice.’


‘You can’t do that.’ Narrow eyes widening, showing the venom pictured in them, Agnes straightened. ‘You can’t go upstairs now, the master has company.’


‘Then they too shall hear what I have to say.’ Deborah turned towards the door leading to the main part of the house.


Her tightly laced corsets creaking as she moved, the housekeeper edged around the table to stop her.


‘Don’t try being cocky with me!’ She glared. ‘If I say you don’t go upstairs, then you don’t!’


Deborah watched her hand rise menacingly, her own gaze unflinching as the open palm began its downward swing; then, calmly and coldly, she said, ‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Mrs Ridley. You have slapped both Lizzie and myself for the last time!’


‘I’ll show you whether I’ve slapped you or that slut for the last time!’ Agnes took her hand back above her head, eyes half closed as she drew in her breath sharply. ‘I’ll knock that old buck out of you! By the time I’ve finished you won’t be able to talk for a week. You don’t backchat Agnes Ridley and get away with it!’


The sounds of Lizzie’s chair scraping against the stone floor and frightened cry did not distract Deborah’s attention from the palm already resuming its previous sweep toward her. Bringing her own hand sharply upward, she caught the older woman’s wrist and with a strength she’d never known she had, forced it slowly down against Agnes’s skirts before releasing it.


‘If the truth sounded like impertinence then that is unfortunate,’ she said quietly, ‘but it is no less the truth. You will never beat Lizzie or myself again.’


Breath coming in swift gasps, the housekeeper took a step back. Though her hand remained still her eyes darted quickly from one girl to the other.


‘Get your things together, the two of you, and get yourselves away. There’ll be no place for you come morning. No place anywhere once folk get to know what you are.’


Slowly untying the straps of her apron and folding it neatly, Deborah laid it on a corner of the table which years of dedicated scrubbing had rendered almost as white. Then removing her lace-trimmed cap set it on the top, all the time her eyes holding fast to the woman whose words had been law to her for so many years.


‘What would that be, Mrs Ridley?’ One hand smoothing her dark skirts, she regarded the housekeeper with a derogatory look. ‘Just what will folk find Lizzie and myself to be?’


‘I’ll tell you what they’ll find.’ Agnes Ridley’s voice cracked with rage, her carefully cultivated mode of speech slipping back into the dialect she tried so hard to disguise. ‘They’ll find you be a smart-arsed big mouth wi’ nothing the back of ’er ’cept a one up, one down slum of a home and a father never out of a public house long enough to care. As for ’er . . .’ she tipped a sideways nod toward the still trembling Lizzie. ‘. . . they’ll find ’er to be a slut, same as I ’ave. A no-good stinking little whore who don’t ’ave sense enough to know when to keep ’er legs closed.’


‘Then that is something we will have to learn to live with.’


‘Arrh, it is!’ The other woman sneered. ‘But you won’t be learning ’ere. You’ll both be out of this ’ouse tonight.’


Stepping once more to Lizzie’s side, Deborah pulled the other girl gently to her feet.


‘Go and get your things.’ She smiled into the anxious tear-stained face turned towards her. ‘I’ll not be long, then we’ll leave together.’


‘You get yourn an’ all. That is, if you’ve anything to get.’ Agnes smirked. ‘The things you ’ave on your back belong to the master and I doubt he’ll give you leave to keep them after what that slut’s done!’


‘You have no need to worry.’ One arm supporting Lizzie, Deborah walked her to the door. ‘I will inform Mr Rawley that anything he has paid for has been left behind . . . and that includes his whore!’


She had assured Lizzie everything would be all right and so it would have to be. Shawl pulled tight against the night air, one arm linked with the younger girl’s, Deborah felt the same rush of trepidation she had felt when standing outside the master’s room. She had felt nothing but anger during her exchange with Agnes Ridley and was not sorry for it or for choosing to stay with Lizzie; yet at the same time she felt a sense not just of trepidation but almost a fear, the same feeling that had followed the death of her parents, taken by the cholera.


‘Where will we go, Deborah?’


Swathed in a shawl, Lizzie’s face was made paler by the moon, the eyes darker with fear.


Giving a squeeze to the arm linked through hers, Deborah forced a smile. She had asked herself the same question on leaving Rawley’s sitting room; she’d had no answer then and she had none now, but Lizzie was scared enough without hearing that.


It was a question Rawley’s visitor had also asked. Perched elegantly on a brocade-covered chaise-longue she had listened to their conversation, intervening only as Deborah had turned to leave. A picture of that woman crept back into her mind now. Dressed in a violet taffeta gown, its neckline cut just above her breasts, the amethyst stones of her necklace and pendant earrings matching exactly the colour of her wide almond-shaped eyes, while the creamy skin of her face contrasted attractively with the curious brown beauty spot on her left cheek. But it was her hair, pale and golden as fresh-grown wheat and shining like silk, that had caught Deborah’s attention. The woman was undeniably beautiful. And she smiled as she asked her question, the warmth of it sliding into those wonderful eyes. Then, receiving no answer, she had glanced at Rawley.


‘There is a place, Cato,’ she had said, her voice soft and strangely musical. ‘They could go to Father Travers – he runs a refuge for fallen women.’


‘I don’t think so, Leonie!’


Deborah remembered her surprise at the sharpness of Cato Rawley’s response and the sudden tightening of his mouth.


‘Lizzie, of course, must leave.’ He had turned to face Deborah and she had seen the stony glint in his grey eyes. ‘And if you insist on leaving with her then I feel it would be best for you to find your own way from the start. The refuge could not house you for ever.’


Keeping her voice firm, Deborah had answered quickly. ‘I am not a fallen woman, and as for Lizzie, she is to be married very shortly. It was kind of you to think of us but we will not need the help of Father Travers.’


The woman had smiled again, her lovely eyes playing over Deborah’s face. ‘Once she is, my dear, and should you find you require a position, then you may come to me at Bayton Lodge. We will find you something there, I’m sure.’


‘Tell Mrs Ridley to pay your wage to the end of the month!’ Cato Rawley’s voice had cracked as he spoke and he looked angrily at his visitor, but she had continued to smile blandly.


‘Where can we go now?’ Lizzie repeated, chasing the memories from Deborah’s mind. ‘We have nowhere to go, nobody to turn to.’


‘We have each other.’ Deborah forced herself to smile. ‘And in a few days you’ll be a married woman. Until then we will find a room to share and we have money enough for food. Really, Lizzie Burton, I don’t know what you’re worrying over.’


‘You, Deborah.’ Standing there under the cold light of the moon, Lizzie suddenly looked older than her years. ‘I’m worried for you. What will you do, and where will you live? You shouldn’t have left your job for me, it might not be easy to get another.’


‘It won’t be as bad as you think,’ Deborah answered. ‘I’ve already been offered a place. Mr Rawley’s guest said she would find me something at Bayton Lodge.’


‘Oh, Deb, that’s marvellous! But where’s Bayton Lodge? I hope it isn’t so far we won’t see each other after I’m married.’


‘Of course we’ll see each other.’ Smiling to reassure her, Deborah urged the other girl onward. ‘Nothing will keep us apart.’


Coming to a sudden halt, Lizzie caught at Deborah’s free arm, fingers biting into the soft flesh, and when she spoke it was with an urgency that betrayed her inner fear.


‘Promise me, Deborah . . . promise me that whatever happens, you will always be my friend? Don’t turn from me, please . . . never turn from me.’


Catching the girl to her, Deborah hugged her, the tremors that ran through the slight figure echoed in her own.


‘I’ll never turn from you, Lizzie,’ she murmured as the other girl sobbed against her shoulder. ‘We’ll be friends as long as we live.’


Lizzie answered, ‘As long as we live,’ her voice soft as she turned away and began to walk in the direction of the chimney stacks rising against the night sky, leaving Deborah with a fear she could not name.







Chapter Two


The two of them were gone and no other with a pretty face, or even the promise of one, would again find employment at Portland House.


Agnes Ridley sat at the kitchen table, staring into the fire.


He had as good as promised she would be mistress of this house. Each time she had gone to his bed, each time he had made love to her, the promise had been there; unspoken it was true but nonetheless there. And then that painted bitch had come upon the scene and from that moment Cato Rawley had hardly remembered her own existence.


Agnes, fingers twisted, her lips turning in on her teeth.


Her mistress, Delia Rawley, was almost at her end with consumption.


Her end!


Finger nails biting deep into her palms, Agnes felt none of their sting. Bitterness and hatred cut far sharper as her thoughts ran free.


No more than a month or two, that had been the doctor’s last diagnosis, and Delia Rawley had gone home to spend a few of those last weeks with her parents. At her departure Agnes had walked every inch of the house, touching each stick of furniture, every delicate ornament, seeing herself as the proud wife of Cato Rawley.


As she still would be!


She rose to her feet, the caustic gleam in her hard eyes bringing no smile to her tight lips.


The woman upstairs with him now might well have ideas of taking Cato for herself, but she had reckoned without Agnes Ridley.


Her movements mechanical, she fetched the bucket of slack from the scullery, throwing the chippings of coal on to the fire and banking it for the night. She returned the bucket to its place beneath the sink, rinsed her hands and dried them on the square of huckaback hung over a thin rope stretching across one end of the room.


Returning to the kitchen, she removed her long white apron, her eyes resting on the one still lying folded on the corner of the table. She had got rid of those two girls and by God she would get rid of Leonie Elliott!


Walking gingerly over the rough ground, heart beating rapidly at the thought of the open mine shafts that riddled this wasteland, Deborah again remembered the assurances she had given the girl clinging to her hand. But that had been bravado. True they had their wage. Cato Rawley had proved as good as his word there and had paid them to the end of the month. That, together with what she had saved, lay tucked inside the pocket of her skirt. It was not much to show for years of labour in that house, labour made no lighter by Agnes Ridley’s quick hand and sharp tongue. The money would buy them food and lodging but for only a limited time; Deborah had to find work, but at least Lizzie would be well cared for. She felt the other girl’s fingers twined in her own. It was a pity things had gone as they had, that Lizzie’s fiancé had not waited until the marriage certificate was signed before taking the privileges of a husband. Her friend had talked so happily of a wedding gown and Deborah as her flower maid, but now . . .


She pushed the thought away as Lizzie came to a standstill, her glance on the sky above the small town huddled at the foot of a natural incline.


‘It’s almost beautiful, isn’t it, Deborah?’


Her own glance following that of the younger girl, she nodded.


Overhead, sweeping halfway across the darkness to meet the horizon, the sky was painted pale gold with moonlight. Against it the chimneys of the terraced houses were lined like regiments of dark-uniformed soldiers, whilst beyond them winching wheels of the several collieries rose stark and black to the heavens, as if carved from ebony.


It was beautiful, Deborah agreed silently. Spread before them, it looked like some magnificent canvas painted by an unknown artist.


‘Who would believe the dirt and the heartbreak it hides?’ Lizzie went on, her voice hushed. ‘Such beauty hiding the truth of the hardship and toil that make folks’ lives so hard to bear. Is all of life like that? Fleeting moments of beauty that blind people to reality, hide the truth from their sight?’


Many lives perhaps, Deborah’s heart made answer. Especially those whose existence was tied to coal mines such as those giving life to Bloxwich. But Lizzie’s would not be one of those lives. She had said very little about the man who had taken her heart but one thing at least she had divulged; he did not earn his living in the mines.


Catching the girl’s hand tight in her own, Deborah walked on. Lizzie would marry her man. He would provide her and their child with a good clean home that would harbour none of the fears the colliers’ wives suffered every day.


‘You should take care, walking this way by night.’


Unseen by either of them until he stepped from the rim of the shadows fast deepening as the moon folded itself in clouds, a man of stocky build, a flat cap pulled low over his eyes, blocked their path.


‘Short Heath be a dangerous place by day. At night it can be lethal.’


Coming to Deborah’s side he fell into step with them as the girls moved on, his face hidden by his peaked cap and the encroaching darkness.


‘There’s many a one been swallowed by mine shafts hereabouts an’ never found again neither . . .’


His voice was harsh and tight as though blocked in his throat. Deborah felt her pulses quicken and the blood run cold in her veins.


‘Thank you.’ She forced the words through tight lips. ‘We’ll take care.’


‘Can’t say as I’ve seen you afore.’


He turned his face and Deborah caught the flash of his eyes reflecting the moonlight.


‘Where are you bound? You coming to visit somebody?’


Feeling Lizzie’s fingers tighten on her own, Deborah knew she must not let her own nervousness transmit itself to the girl pressing close into her. Giving way to fear now would do neither of them any good. And why should they be fearful? The man had not shown them any animosity,


‘No, we’re not paying anyone a visit.’ She tried to sound relaxed though it was a struggle. ‘We . . . we’re looking for somewhere to stay.’


‘Lodgings?’ He turned his glance away, looking towards the houses huddled together under the night sky. ‘Be you looking to stay in Bloxwich, or is it just a night or two you want lodgings for?’


Deborah did not want to answer. She did not want this chance met stranger to know their business. Her free hand tightened on her shawl, pulling it closer about her as if it would protect her against this man who had brought a tingle of fear to her spine, despite her efforts to remain unaffected. But not to answer might cause him to take exception; he could view it as rudeness and become angry.


‘We’re not sure.’ Unwilling to risk unpleasantness, Deborah forced herself to reply. ‘That depends upon whether we . . . I . . . can find employment.’


‘Employment, is it?’ He glanced at her sideways again and then just as quickly away. ‘Well, many of the families in this place work in the bitties and tackies, though for the most part the younger men have taken work in the coal pits.’


‘Bitties and tackies? What are they?’


He gave a low gravelly laugh, the sound like gravel stones rubbing together.


‘It be the name that’s given to the making of awls, needles, nails and saddle blades. They’re made in the outbuilding at the back of each house. The men hand forge the blades, which are polished by the women and girls while young lads work the bellows. But I doubt you’ll get taken on by any of them. The businesses provide barely enough to keep their owners as it is.’


Deborah walked on in silence. If there was no work for her here, and none for a woman in the collieries, then she must go elsewhere. She would stay long enough in Bloxwich to see Lizzie married and then leave. But to go where?


‘So you need lodgings until you find out whether or not you can get work? Well, I can help you there. I know one or two with a room to spare.’


‘We thought of a hotel.’ The answer came to her lips quickly this time, at some inner prompting. A feeling of unease strong inside her, Deborah halted, lips trembling as she faced him. ‘Thank you for offering to help us find a lodging but that will not be necessary. We prefer to do it for ourselves.’


‘Just as you like.’ Once again his eyes caught the moonlight, the flash of them washing over Deborah like a dash of cold water. ‘But you need money for hotels, I reckon. They don’t come cheap.’


Instinctively Deborah’s hand left her shawl, going instead to the pocket that held her savings. ‘We have money.’


A slight movement of his head showed he had not missed her gesture.


‘That’s very fortunate.’


He laughed again, the harsh sound echoing in the shadows, and Lizzie whimpered, pressing herself so close that Deborah almost stumbled.


‘Fortunate for me, that is.’ He thrust out a hand. ‘Give it over!’


‘No!’ Deborah’s fingers clenched the coins in her pocket. ‘I won’t! I . . .’


His hand shot out, grabbing the collar of her blouse, yanking her forward so that her heels left the ground and her face was drawn almost level with his.


‘You will if you know what’s good for the pair of you!’


It was little more than a snarl, the stench of his foul breath in her nostrils adding to the sickness of fear now thick in her throat.


‘All I want right now is your money. Make me strip you to find it and could be I’ll be in the mood to take more. Ain’t often a man has a pretty young thing like you beneath him on the ground, let alone two.’


He was threatening rape, and it might be all too easily carried out. Terrible enough for her but Lizzie was expecting. What if he should attack her? What would that do to the child she carried?


Her hand trembling, Deborah withdrew the coins, holding them out to him.


‘Now that’s what I call being sensible.’ He grabbed the money, shoving it quickly into a pocket of his jacket, then caught roughly at Lizzie. ‘Now yours!’ He pulled her towards him, ignoring the cry of terror that came from her.


‘Come on, little lady . . . give!’ He shook her, forcing her head back on her neck. ‘Or is it that you’d like the other? P’raps you fancy a man between your legs?’


‘Leave her alone!’ Aware only of his rough handling of Lizzie, Deborah struck out at him, feeling her hand connect with his cheek. Then she was sent reeling backwards from a blow to her mouth.


‘Don’t be greedy!’ He laughed cruelly. ‘Your turn next, but first this one!’


Hitting the ground with a jolt that forced the breath from her lungs, Deborah lay stunned as Lizzie’s screams rang out across the deserted heath.


Her head still spinning from the blow that had knocked her to the earth, Deborah forced herself to her feet.


‘Lizzie?’ She blinked and tried to focus her eyes as the world swung dizzily around her. ‘Lizzie, are you all right?’


Breathing deeply, the fresh night air filling her lungs, clearing the mist from her eyes she looked to where Lizzie had stood.


‘Lizzie!’ she called again, in a voice that was cracking with fear. ‘Lizzie . . . Oh, God, Lizzie . . . where are you?’ Feeling the blood in her veins turn to ice, she stared into the shadows but they held no sign of the familiar slight figure of her friend. Lizzie was gone.


Where had he taken her? What was he doing to her? Fear turned to panic and sent Deborah running in circles, her screams ripping into the night.


‘Lizzie! Lizzie! Answer me. Oh, please answer me . . .’


‘Stop that! Stop your screaming!’


‘Liz—’ the last word fell away into a sob as Deborah felt herself caught and held in a firm grip.


‘What have you done with her? Where is she – where is she?’ Her body shaking with sobs, the question came again and again.


‘Look at me!’ The voice was rough and the quick shake he gave her was anything but gentle, but this was not the threatening stranger who had questioned and robbed her.


‘What have you done with Lizzie?’ Deborah glanced up at him but the face danced with the tears half blinding her.


‘Who the hell is Lizzie?’ He shook her again, more gently than the first time. ‘And what’s a woman doing out on the heath at night? Have you no sense at all?’


An instinct of self-preservation set Deborah trying to twist free but his hold was too strong. ‘He took our money,’ she sobbed, unable to release his grip on her. ‘There was no need to . . . to . . .’


‘No need to what?’ The voice was softer now but still as firm. ‘What was there was no need to do?’


‘Money could have bought you the rest!’ Suddenly Deborah was angry and with anger came strength. Twisting violently she broke away. Stepping backward, her eyes flashing fire she stared at the man who had grabbed her. ‘But that wasn’t enough for you, why spend money on that you could steal; even if that money was not yours to begin with. Why spend it buying a prostitute when you can rape an innocent girl?’


‘So that’s it!’ The voice that a moment ago was soft now was razor-sharp with cynicism. ‘You came out onto the heath at night with a man, then scream blue murder when he takes that which you obviously came for. Some innocence!’


Angry as she was the words forced themselves past its barrier, echoing in her mind . . . you came out onto the heath at night with a man . . .


Frowning she tried to dig beneath the rage still holding tight to her mind. The words . . . somehow the words were wrong, with a man, but he knew that she and Lizzie had been alone.


Thoughts of her friend returning the awful fear she pushed the words aside. What he said now was the least of her worries, it was what he had done, where he had left Lizzie must be her prime concern.


‘Just tell me where she is.’ She murmured, her shoulders sagging. ‘Tell me where you have left Lizzie.’


‘I don’t know anything about a Lizzie!’ It was contemptuous, cold as the breeze springing from the heath.


‘But you . . .’


‘No, not me!’ The answer cut into her like a knife. ‘Don’t saddle me with the blame for the troubles your own filthy games have brought on you. If you have to go whoring you should choose your ground more carefully if not your man. You deserve all you got! Now I suggest you go back to wherever you came from before anything else happens.’


Watching him turn away, the sudden burst of moonlight silhouetting in perfect detail the height of him, the broadness of his shoulders, the head free of any flat cap, Deborah realised her mistake. A cap could be removed, thrown away in the darkness, but this man was taller by a foot, his frame less stocky, and the voice, that had been hard with anger but there was none of the scrape of gravel in it, nor any of the sourness in his breath.


‘Wait . . . please.’ She called after him. ‘I am sorry, the darkness . . . I made a mistake . . . I thought . . .’


Walking toward him as he turned she lifted her hands then dropped them to her sides.


‘Forgive me.’ She spoke softly, her anger gone, but the fear trembled in her voice. ‘I . . . I thought he . . . the man who attacked my friend and me had come back to . . .’


‘You really were with another woman?’


Deborah nodded, her mouth clenched to hold the trembling of her lips.


‘You did not come onto the heath with a man?’


The release of breath through his nostrils sounded loud on the hushed air as she nodded again.


‘Then I must be the one to apologise, I am sorry. I should not have spoken as I did. But the question remains, just what were you doing out on the heath at this time of night?’


Still stifling her sobs, Deborah related what had happened, words tripping over themselves in their hurry to be told. Standing there in the moonlight, the man listened in silence, not speaking until she was done.


‘No wonder you thought I was this man. You must have been terrified. If you’ll trust me, I’ll take you down to the village. Someone in Elmore Green will give you a bed and tomorrow you can see the constable.’


‘No.’ Deborah pulled her shawl determinedly about her though her voice still trembled. ‘I must find Lizzie, I can’t go without finding my friend.’


She was clearly telling the truth thought Clay Gilmore staring through the masking shadows at the face whose pain he could see highlighted by the moon. It would take real talent to lie and weep so convincingly. He hadn’t seen a more convincing display at Wood’s Picture Palace in the High Street but somehow he felt this was no lie. As for the other one, the friend called Lizzie could be anywhere on the heath. If their attacker had raped her then chances were she was already lying at the bottom of an old mine shaft. Lord knew there were plenty of them around. Any one of them would easily hide the evidence of what her attacker had done.


‘Thank you for your offer,’ Deborah broke in, ‘but I must find Lizzie.’


She turned away but Clay moved quickly to catch her arm. ‘You don’t know the heath, and it’s pitted with shafts. Best I come with you.’


Taking her silence for agreement he fell into step beside her. ‘This man,’ he asked, ‘have you seen him before? Do you know who he was?’


‘No.’


‘Could you identify him in any way?’


‘Not really. I only know he was less tall than you and quite stocky. He . . . he wore a cap but the peak was pulled down too low for his face to be seen clearly.’


Holding on to her arm as she stumbled on the uneven ground, Clay questioned her again. ‘Well, was there anything else about him. Some peculiarity in his walk or posture?’


Clutching her shawl beneath her chin, Deborah shook her head. ‘No . . . Well, one thing. I thought his voice sounded strange. It was very rough and tight, sounded like he had a sore throat. But never mind him!’ Panic sent her voice rising. ‘I don’t care about him, only Lizzie. I must find her!’


Listening to her call the other girl’s name, Clay Gilmore’s mouth set in a hard line. She might not care about the man who had robbed them, the man who was clearly capable of rape and possibly murder, but Clay cared, and what was more had a pretty good idea who he was!







Chapter Three


‘There you go, Sadie, a pint of best ale.’


Sadie Trent spread four halfpennies on the counter of the outdoor hatch of the Spring Cottage public house.


‘I ’ope as it don’t be all ’ead.’


Scooping the coins into one hand, the other wiping a cloth over the narrow ledge from which women and children were served, the landlord smiled.


‘It ’as a head on it as good as your own, Sadie.’


‘Arrh, but mine ain’t all froth, an’ if this beer don’t be the same you’ll be gettin’ it back.’


‘Go on with you, Sadie,’ the bewhiskered publican remonstrated genially. ‘That be as good a pint of pale ale as you’ll get anywhere in Bloxwich and well you knows it. That be why you conies here every night . . . or could it be as you comes to see me?’


‘Huh!’ she laughed, taking up her jug and drawing her shawl over it. ‘The only time I comes to the Cottage just to see you, Jos Chapman, will be when they carries me in . . .in me box!’


Turning sharply, she walked back along a corridor so narrow her skirts brushed both sides of it, a corridor she had never known to be lit in the forty years she had been coming here.


Stepping into the cold night, she paused, easing her heavy shawl over her head. As she did so she watched a man walk slowly along the road carrying what looked to be a woman in his arms while another walked beside him.


‘Hey up, there’s Clay Gilmore.’ She smiled as he drew level with her. ‘Be that what your pit master be payin’ with these days? It might put a smile on your face but I knows many a wife in Elmore Green who won’t be smilin’.’


‘Evening, Mrs Trent.’ Clay hitched the silent figure higher in his arms. ‘The women need have no fear. Not of the pit master paying wages such as this anyway.’


Catching the grimness in his voice, Sadie peered more closely at the bundle in his arms.


‘What be wrong with that one?’


‘These women were robbed on the heath.’ He hitched his burden higher. ‘And this one . . .’


‘Where do you be taking them?’ Sadie walked beside him as he set off.


‘To our house. There’s nowhere else will take them without payment.’


‘Your mother won’t be able to find room for two more. The woman has a heart of gold but there are limits even to her charity. You’d better bring them to me. For one thing my place is nearer, and for another the sooner you set that woman down the better for you. You be puffin’ and blowin’ like a brewery hoss.’


Quickening her step, Sadie turned left into Green Lane. Passing the first block of houses separated only by a narrow entry, she stepped beside the second darkened archway.


‘Up there, lad, the door be open.’


Following him along the roughly cobbled entry, Deborah waited at the doorway to the house until Sadie shooed her inside.


‘Put her there, on the settle.’ Setting the jug in the hearth, she whipped off her shawl and hung it from a nail hammered into the door. Bending over the still form as Clay moved aside, she placed a finger at the base of Lizzie’s throat. ‘There be a pulse, which means her ain’t dead, but it don’t mean her won’t be if you stands there like a mawkin, Clay Gilmore! Get a move on and fetch Doctor Wilson. Tell him Sadie Trent says for him to come. And you, young woman . . .’ She turned her glance to Deborah. ‘Snivelling be doing no good to her or you. Get yourself upstairs and bring a blanket from the bed while I build up the fire. We needs to keep this wench warm.’


‘Thank you.’


Eyes full of tears, Deborah repeated her words of gratitude later as she followed Sadie down the stairs after helping her put Lizzie to bed. ‘I’ll repay the doctor’s fee, I promise.’


‘Arrh, well, there be time enough for that once you be in a job. Right now what you need is a meal inside you.’


‘It’s very kind of you . . .’


‘Hush, wench.’ Lifting a dish from the dresser that filled the whole of one wall and ladling broth into it from a pot on the fire, Sadie set it on the table. ‘What be life if you can’t do a body a kindness now and then? “Do as you would have others do to you” was what my mother taught me, and I reckon it be good enough for me. Now eat that broth and then you can get yourself up to bed. A night’s sleep will soon have you feeling better.’


‘I . . . I thought Lizzie was dead!’


Unable to hold back the tears she had fought for so long, Deborah pressed her face into her hands, her shuddering sobs a testimony to the fear that had overwhelmed her.


‘I thought . . . he said . . .’


‘You don’t have to tell me anything.’ Sadie pressed one hand to the girl’s heaving shoulders, her voice tender with pity. ‘You be under no obligation to Sadie Trent.’


‘I think it might help,’ Deborah said as the tears subsided. ‘I told that young man . . .’


‘Clay Gilmore.’ Sadie went to a chair drawn well into the fireside, settling herself into it. ‘He be a fine man, be Clay. Ain’t no way he would ’arm a woman nor turn his back when folk needed help.’


‘He was very kind.’ Deborah dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. ‘I don’t know what I would have done had he not come along when he did.’


I think I do, Sadie thought, thrusting a metal poker into the heart of the fire. You’d like as not have found yourself a bed at the bottom of a pit shaft.


‘He heard me screaming.’ Deborah toyed with her spoon in the dish. ‘It was he who found Lizzie. I told him what had happened but I didn’t tell him everything . . .’


‘Like the fact that wench upstairs be carryin’ a child!’


‘How . . . how did you know?’


After taking the poker from the fire and blowing ash from its glowing tip, Sadie plunged it into the jug.


‘Give me credit for summat,’ she answered above the hiss of beer bubbling in the jug. ‘I’ve seen a few carryin’ women in my time, I don’t need no doctor to tell me when I be looking at another.’


‘Lizzie is with child.’ Deborah stared at her bowl of broth. ‘That’s why we were out on the heath. We had to . . . we were looking for new employment.’


The old story! Holding the pottery jug in both hands, Sadie took a long drink before setting it back in the hearth and wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. A wench lets a lad get a bit too free, then afore you know it there be a child on the way and she’s shown the door. It had gone on since Eve and would go on as long as there were men walking the earth.


‘But you ain’t carryin’.’ She squinted through the dim light of an oil lamp set on the dresser. ‘There were no call for you to be put out.’


‘I chose to leave.’ Deborah shook her head, declining the implied offer of beer from the jug.


Sadie leaned back in her wooden chair, her gaze suddenly fixed on the glowing heart of the fire. They said history had a way of repeating itself, like a wheel going round and round. Resting in her lap, her fingers tightened. Hers, it seemed, had just come full circle. As she stared the flames faded, giving way to a picture of two young women, one half carrying the other who was heavily with child. Behind them rose a large imposing house, its door firmly closed.


That had been the way she and Emmy had come to Elmore Green. Emmy had borne the child the man of that house had refused to own, carried it in shame and suckled it in sorrow.


‘I’ll take Lizzie away tomorrow,’ Deborah said softly.


At a stroke the pictures in the fire vanished, leaving only flames dancing in its place. ‘To go where?’ Sadie reached for her jug.


‘I . . . I’m not sure. Anywhere.’


Swallowing the mulled ale, feeling the warmth of it in her throat, Sadie felt the memory of tears prick her eyes. Hadn’t she said those very same words to Emmy? We’ll go anywhere, but we go together. It had not proved as easy as it had sounded. They had walked miles, day after day, working for a meal here or a crust there; sleeping under hedges or in hay barns. But in every village it had been the same: no place here for whores and bastards. Finally they had come to the outskirts of Walsall where they had been allowed to stay, sharing a byre with the cattle. They would be safe there, she had told Emmy. After all, the Holy Family had shared a cattle shed. And that was where Emmy had given birth, but hers had been a girl child, one they had both loved dearly until . . .


‘Anywhere can be a long way,’ Sadie blinked away the tears, ‘an’ it can take a deal of finding. You be welcome to settle here, until that girl upstairs be fit enough to go on any road.’


The lump that rose to her throat almost choking off the words, Deborah answered, ‘I will pay you, Mrs Trent. Tomorrow I’ll see the constable. He will find the man who robbed us and get our money back.’


Pushing herself to her feet, Sadie collected Deborah’s dish and spoon. ‘Don’t go putting no faith in that,’ she said dryly. ‘Young Colly Latham be too lazy to get up off his arse long enough to scratch it, even had he brain enough to work out where the itch was, which he ain’t! I reckon any poor fool they has locked up in the daft house could do as well as him. Save your breath, me wench, and face it – you’ve seen the last of whatever you had in your pocket. Just give thanks to the Almighty that whoever the swine be, he took no more from you than money.’


‘But Lizzie . . .’


Reaching the curtained alcove that led to the tiny scullery, Sadie glanced at her. ‘You heard the doctor’s words. The girl were knocked about the face but her weren’t raped. Money you can manage without! It has been done before. Life is hard without it but it can at least be lived. And the wench upstairs will live, God be praised.’


Going into the darkened scullery, long practice directing her unerringly to the shallow sink, Sadie dropped the dish into it, hands gripping the cold stone as she leaned against it, eyes closed tight against the memories. She had knelt long hours in the darkness of that night, whispering almost the same words as Emmy fought for life . . . ‘You will live, Emmy. You have to live . . .’


Opening her eyes, she rinsed the dish and spoon in water fetched earlier from the yard, drying them on a scrap of cloth taken from a string drawn from wall to wall.


But Emmy had not lived. Life had proved hard, too hard, as it might well prove to be again.


‘No, my dear, I must go home. I’ll see you again soon.’


‘Very soon, my love. It has to be very soon.’


Standing outside the sitting-room door, Agnes Ridley’s lips pressed hard over her uneven teeth. They would not be spending the night together? The bitch played a clever game: a kiss here, a touch there, and then away home; she played Cato Rawley like a fish on a line.


‘It will be, my darling.’ The words were followed by a throaty laugh.


‘When? When will I see you?’


Agnes smiled grimly. He sounded like a drowning man. Tonight he would want her. Leonie Elliott would not share his bed so he must make do with Agnes Ridley. Well, so be it . . . she too could fish, and she would be the one to land the catch!


‘I said soon, darling. You must be patient.’


‘How can I be patient?’


The words rushed out, on a tide of passion. Agnes had experienced that same passion, felt his hot breath against her skin. Yes, he would ask for her tonight. Her smile remained hard and fixed as the low sultry voice reached her again through the door.


‘You must learn, my darling. We will be together, I promise, together for always. Until that time . . .’


‘I know, I know.’ Cato’s despairing groan seemed to press against the door, the strength of it adding to Agnes’s satisfaction. ‘But that doesn’t make parting any easier. If only Delia . . . if only I were free.’


‘It cannot be long now, my love. Have you heard from her?’


Even beyond the closed door, Agnes heard the rasp of greed underlying the silken show of sympathy. Alert as she herself had been for years to the prospect of becoming the second Mrs Rawley, she recognised unerringly the same aspiration in Leonie Elliott.


‘Not from Delia herself.’


The conversation continued to drift into the corridor.


‘I got a letter from her mother. It seems the doctors there are of an opinion with our man here. The consumption has almost destroyed her lungs. They do not hope for a recovery.’


Neither does Leonie Elliott. Agnes’s smile remained cold. But she must not condemn her for that when she herself had harboured the same hope.


‘Will you go to her, bring her home?’


‘I asked the same thing over the telephone,’ Cato answered, ‘but her mother begged me to let her stay a little longer.’


‘And you, of course, agreed?’


Agnes pressed closer to the door as the sultry voice was lowered. ‘How very considerate of you, my darling, denying yourself precious time with your wife when all you have to replace her is me.’


‘You are a bitch! A cold-hearted, beautiful little bitch. But I love you . . . God help me, I love you.’


In the silence that followed Leonie’s triumphant laugh Agnes turned away, making her way to her own rooms. She knew what lay beneath that silence; mouths clamped hard together, hands groping flesh heated by desire. Well, let them enjoy their passion while they could, for when Delia Rawley’s life ended so would Cato’s affair with the lovely Leonie!


Agnes had waited too long, put too much effort into her plan to abandon it now. She looked around the sitting room that went with her post as housekeeper. It was comfortable enough but hardly satisfactory. She wanted the whole of Portland House, to be its mistress. Nothing else would do.


Sinking into an armchair drawn close to the cosy fire, Agnes stared into its depths.


She had planned it all so carefully, ever since she had seen a poor vagrant woman die. Malnutrition and hard soul-destroying labour already had her half dead so that when the fever struck it was over in hours, but not before her ramblings had revealed an interesting story.


Coals settling deeper into the bed of the fire sent a shower of sparks flying upward into the dark void of the chimney. Agnes remembered listening to those fever-ridden whispers, storing away secrets. Soon afterwards she had resigned her post as nursing sister at Walsall’s Sister Dora Hospital and come to Elmore Green, where she secured for herself the position of housekeeper to Cato Rawley. She had quickly become more. Deprived for months of the comfort of his wife’s bed, he had found comfort in hers whilst Delia Rawley, already showing signs of the sickness now ready to claim her life, came to depend on Agnes’s sympathetic ear and nursing skills – though in fact her medical knowledge had done more to accentuate rather than to alleviate the disease destroying her mistress’s lungs.


Delia had taken to visiting her parents’ home more and more often, staying longer each time. Agnes watched the last spark, the tiny jewel of light, flare defiantly in the blackness before dying. It was like Delia Rawley’s life. Her visits home signalled brief stands against the encroaching illness, but the spark of resistance those visits ignited soon died on her return.


Her simple trust that all that was being done was for her own benefit made it so easy, thought Agnes, staring deeper into the fire. No one questioned the care she gave her mistress or detected any lack of it. The doctor, knowing the inevitable outcome of such an illness, expected no more than a process of gradual deterioration and therefore looked no further. Growing ever more weak, Delia Rawley offered less and less resistance to suggestions she should spend time at her parents’ home, free from the dust-laden air of the mines and the smoke of furnaces operating in the outbuildings of almost every house in Elmore Green drifting across with the faintest breeze, it could only be beneficial to her recovery. Suggestions Agnes made with utmost subtlety.


And with each successive absence she had seen herself become more secure in her ambition; seen the prize of becoming mistress of this house draw nearer. And now Leonie Elliott . . .


But she would not take that which Agnes Ridley had worked so long to achieve! Agnes’s fingers twisted together painfully. There would be no prize for Leonie Elliott!


If only she had stayed a little longer, eased the pain of love she brought so alive in him.


Cato walked restlessly about the room.


Leonie could be cruel in her kindness; cruel to leave him and go and help others. But he would not want her any other way. He paused in his wanderings, her gently smiling face still vivid in his mind. Such a beautiful face. Could he truly be blamed for falling so madly in love with Leonie Elliott? He had not wanted to, God knows he had not, nor would he ever willingly hurt Delia.


Delia! The memory of a lovely smiling face and beautiful golden hair faded from his mind and he pictured instead the pale, life-weary face of his consumptive wife. While there was yet a breath left in that thin body he would not hurt her, never turn from her. But Leonie? He could no more turn from her either. She aroused a passion in him he could not master, a need no other could satisfy.


It had been this way since their first meeting. Until that time his housekeeper had seen to his needs, both in and out of bed. But then Leonie Elliott had arrived, the exquisite Leonie, and all strength of will had drained from Cato. She had claimed him for her own, and though he knew what they did was wrong, he had not the strength to resist.


Tonight he had begged her to stay as he so often did, but her answer was the same as on those other occasions. She had some poor woman coming to the house whom she simply must help.


Darling Leonie. Her nature was as beautiful as her face. But her soft yielding kindliness had left an urge that refused to be ignored. Until she returned it must needs be satisfied in other ways.


Reaching his hand to the tasselled bell rope that would summon Agnes Ridley, Cato gave it a quick sharp tug.


Tomorrow Deborah would go back to the heath to search for the bundles both she and Lizzie had dropped in their fright.


Shivering from the bite of the cold water in which she had washed, she slid into a voluminous calico night gown borrowed from Sadie. The woman had been so very kind. Removing the pins from her hair, Deborah watched it fall like black silk, flowing over her breasts. Taking up the large bone comb set on the washstand, she drew it slowly through the heavy strands. Her mother had loved brushing her hair. What was it she used to say? Staring into the mirror above the washstand, Deborah looked back into the past. She was once again a small girl dressed in a pretty yellow organdie dress tied with velvet ribbons, matching bows fastened to the ends of her thick dark plaits.


‘You’re so pretty, my little girl.’


The words came softly from a long-gone yesterday.


‘One day you will be a beautiful woman, and this will be your crowning glory.’
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