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The story of Josephine Cox is as extraordinary as anything in her novels. Born in a cotton-mill house in Blackburn, she was one of ten children. Her parents, she says, brought out the worst in each other, and life was full of tragedy and hardship – but not without love and laughter. At the age of sixteen, Josephine met and married ‘a caring and wonderful man’, and had two sons. When the boys started school, she decided to go to college and eventually gained a place at Cambridge University, though was unable to take this up as it would have meant living away from home. However, she did go into teaching, while at the same time helping to renovate the derelict council house that was their home, coping with the problems caused by her mother’s unhappy home life – and writing her first full-length novel. Not surprisingly, she then won the ‘Superwoman of Great Britain’ Award, for which her family had secretly entered her, and this coincided with the acceptance of her novel for publication.

Josephine gave up teaching in order to write full time. She says: ‘I love writing, both recreating scenes and characters from my past, together with new storylines which mingle naturally with the old. I could never imagine a single day without writing, and it’s been that way since as far back as I can remember.’
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Someone once said life was a wonderful adventure.

As a child I knew poverty and violence, and my only saving was the stories I wove around me, a cocoon in which to hide.

It was never easy, but I would not want to change my life in any way. I owe a great debt of gratitude to the people I knew then, and now, whether they be good or bad; and others, family and friends, who lift my spirits when I’m low, and comfort me when I’m sad.

So many people have touched my life: family and friends; neighbours; readers; professionals who shape and build my career; and so many more. People I hold dear to my heart. Some I will never meet, such as those who write to me from across the world, whose every word I cherish.

My big brother Sonny has been there for as long as I can remember. He was called ‘Sonny’ because as a child he was always smiling. He likes a pint, and he likes to sing, and we love him very much.

God bless you, sweetheart. Get well soon, and we’ll have you dancing in the aisles before you know it.
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1850-51 SECRET LOVE




Chapter One
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‘ARE YOU AFRAID of me?’

‘Never!’

‘Then trust me.’ A charming, confident fellow, Peter Doyle had the mistaken idea that every woman in the world fancied him. ‘The snow’s coming down heavily,’ he told Bridget, ‘you’ll never get through on foot.’ He’d had his eye on Bridget ever since she came to work at Weatherfield Grange. ‘I insist on taking you home.’

‘No thank you, sir.’ Wise beyond her years, Bridget always felt nervous in his presence.

‘You are afraid of me!’ His smile was wonderful, but he had a certain naughty gleam in his eye, and judging from the way he moved his hand inside his trousers, he also had a rising bulge that would not be contained. It was a long time since his wife had shown him any favours. A man had to get his pleasures wherever he could.

As a rule he had no difficulty in persuading even the shyest of creatures into his bed. But Bridget Mulligan was not like the others; at only twenty years of  age, she was delightfully fresh and different. It was no wonder he wanted her but, as yet, he had not managed to worm his way into her affections – or her bed, more was the pity! Still, there was time enough yet. He was a patient man.

‘It’s very kind of you, sir,’ Bridget said, ‘but I don’t need to put you to any trouble because a friend of the family is collecting me any minute now.’

‘Really, my dear?’ Suspicious, Peter scrutinised her pretty features.

‘It’s a standing arrangement.’ When needs must, Bridget lied beautifully. ‘If it snows, like today, I’m to wait for him at the gate – and I must not accept a ride home from anyone else.’

‘Quite right, my dear,’ he grudgingly conceded. Secretly, he thought it was downright wicked, especially when he could have been giving her the best ‘ride’ of her life. Damn her eyes, and damn her friend with her!

For what seemed an age he stared at her; the smile frozen to his face, and the member in his trousers straining to burst forth. When she nervously returned his smile, he gave a shrug, a little laugh, then turned abruptly and left the room.

‘Good shuts!’ she hissed, relieved that he’d given up. ‘Randy old bugger, I know what you’re after, but you can whistle in the wind till kingdom come, for all you’ll get from me.’

As she made her way down the back path to  the servants’ gate, Bridget was shocked to see how the weather had deteriorated since midday. Now, at half past six in the evening, the wind was sharp and bitter-cold, driving the snow into her face.

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph!’ Cook rushed by, her coat above her head, and her long skirt flapping round her ankles. ‘I wouldn’t let a dog out on a night like this!’ A fat lady, too layered with lard to catch a cold, she was never without a nip of gin in her pocket, and as she paused at the gate, she sneaked a swig from the flask. ‘That’ll keep the goosy pimples away,’ she chuckled. Returning the flask to her pocket, she set herself against the wind and cut a crooked path home. She was soon out of sight, but the sound of her voice raised in song told its own merry tale.

Bridget laughed. ‘Drunk as a lord tonight, and crotchety as hell tomorrow. We’ll all suffer in the morning, you can be sure of that.’ Still, she had a fondness for the dear soul, and anyway, what was life all about if a lady of Cook’s responsibilities couldn’t have a nip or two of gin when the fancy took her?

Bridget looked up at the dark and laden sky. ‘I don’t like the look of it and that’s for sure.’ Wild and spiteful, the night air cut through her hooded coat. ‘By! It’s bloody freezing!’ Drawing her coat tighter about her, she glanced back to the house; it looked warm and cosy, with the lights blazing a path through the night. ‘Happen I should have let him take  me home after all.’ Thinking of his disappointed face made her smile again. In truth, she would rather run naked in a storm than let a man like Peter Doyle have his way.

Coming to the gate in a hurry, she lost her footing and slid to the ground. ‘Damn and bugger it!’ Now she was wet to the bone, her boots letting the snow in. And to make matters worse, as she tried to struggle up, she realised with a sinking heart that she had turned her ankle.

She had two options. She could either bear the discomfort of her ankle and press ahead, or she could try and get back to the house.

A pleasant thought struck her.

If she was to go back to the house, Harry might be there. But no, Harry wasn’t back from Manchester yet. She knew that, because she’d been watching for him all day. It was strange how she missed him whenever he was away.

Feeling ashamed, she chastised herself. ‘Bridget Mulligan, shame on you! Here you are, thinking pleasant things of Harry, and you a married woman these past four months.’ She had no right even to look at another man, let alone miss him. Not when she had a loving husband like Tom.

‘Maybe Tom will come for me,’ she thought aloud. But there wasn’t much chance of that, she reminded herself. Tom was at the quarry, taking delivery of new rolling stock. Before he left this morning, he  had warned her he might not be home until later than usual.

‘Aw, well.’ Brushing herself off, Bridget sighed. ‘I’m not going back to the house, not with the squire after me at every turn, and I don’t mean to sit here and freeze to death.’

As she struggled on, Bridget was afraid she might fall into some deep ditch and be lost for ever. The landmarks were rapidly disappearing beneath a blanket of snow and it was becoming increasingly difficult to see where the lane was. ‘The squire was right after all,’ she groaned, her teeth chattering uncontrollably, ‘though I would never give him the satisfaction of telling him so.’

With the wind howling and the snow lashing down, Bridget didn’t hear the cart coming up behind her.

‘Whoa, boy!’ Catching sight of the small, forlorn figure in front, Harry Little drew back on the reins. ‘Easy there . . . whoa!’ A strong young man in his early twenties, Harry had no trouble bringing the horse to a halt. Dropping the reins, he leaped from the cart and hurried forward.

‘Bridget! What the devil are you doing out in this weather?’ He was angry, but that was nothing new. Bridget had a way of making him angry; mostly because she was married to someone else and not to him.

Relieved, and utterly exhausted, Bridget fell into  his arms. ‘Harry! Oh, Harry, you don’t know how glad I am to see you.’

He gently shook her. ‘Have you gone mad? What possessed you to set out on such a wild night?’

‘I didn’t know it was this bad.’

‘You should have waited. You know I would always see you home.’

‘I know.’ She had no intention of telling him how the squire had offered and she had refused.

‘Well, this is no time to argue the point. Come on.’ Effortlessly lifting her into his arms, he carried her over the rough ground. ‘Good God, woman! You’re soaked to the skin!’

Bridget made no reply. The feel of his strong arms about her made her feel safe and warm.

Harry Little was a contradiction to his name; he was a tall, powerful man, lean and lithe, but as gentle as a lamb. He had a thick mop of brown hair and hazel eyes, an easy smile, a quick temper, and a heart as kind as any you could hope to find.

‘There!’ Placing her on the seat at the front of the wagon, Harry took a blanket from a box under the seat. ‘That should help keep you warm.’

Watching Harry tuck the blanket round her legs, Bridget couldn’t help but smile. He was like a mother hen. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I know it was stupid of me to try and make my way home in this weather.’

He climbed on to the seat beside her. ‘So why did you do it?’

Bridget shrugged. ‘It’s Friday and I wanted to get home, that’s all. And now I’ve turned my ankle.’

‘Hmm!’ Clicking the horse on, he skilfully manoeuvred the cart to the highest ground; pitting his strength against the elements was no easy matter. ‘Hold on tight,’ he warned. ‘There’s no way round this lot, Bridget. We’ll have to plough right through it.’ The weather was worsening by the minute, and Blackburn town was a good six miles away.

Sneaking a glance at Bridget, Harry couldn’t help thinking how pretty she was. With that long, thick brown hair and big brown eyes, she had the bright, wondrous look of a child. Even now, with just her cold, pink nose poking above the blanket, her goodness shone out, and not for the first time he realised how much he loved her.

‘I’m surprised the master let you out at all,’ he said. ‘If he had any sense he’d have made you wait until I got back, or at least offered to take you home himself.’

‘He did.’ Bridget suspected that Harry already knew.

‘I thought as much.’ The wind was howling so loudly that he had to yell to make himself heard. ‘Fancied his chances, did he? The lecherous bugger!’

Just then the cart struck a boulder and the impact threw them sideways. ‘Jesus! That’s all we need.’ Harry climbed from the seat and took stock of the situation. ‘Part of the wall seems to have broken away,’ he called  back. ‘It must have given out under the weight of snow.’ Squaring his shoulders, he began digging into the rubble with his bare hands. ‘Got to clear a way here,’ he shouted. ‘Stay where you are, and keep well wrapped up.’ The wind was like a cold, hard blade slicing through him.

Glancing up, he was angered to see Bridget climbing down from the cart. ‘No! Stay there!’ Waving his arms, he gestured to her not to come any further.

Pretending not to hear, Bridget ignored him. In no time at all, she was beside him, pulling her weight with his to roll back the large boulders that blocked their way.

‘You’re a stubborn little devil,’ Harry told her, but he admired her determination all the same, especially when he knew she was in pain from her ankle.

With the way partially cleared, Harry helped Bridget back to the cart and lifted her on to the seat. That done, he checked on the horse. ‘God willing, we’ll soon have you out of this,’ he told the tired creature, and for his reward he got a wet, grateful nose nuzzled in his face.

‘Is he all right?’ Bridget, too, was concerned about the horse.

‘He’s a big strong feller, used to all manner of weather.’ Harry clambered on to the seat and took up the reins once more, adding pointedly, ‘And he knows how to be patient, whereas you, you young bugger, couldn’t sit still if your life depended on it.’

‘It doesn’t though – does it?’ The danger they were in was all too apparent.

‘It well might, unless we can keep going.’ He knew they would have to negotiate some deep rutted tracks, invisible under the drifting snow, before coming to level ground.

Images of Tom coming home and not finding her there turned Bridget’s stomach. Her husband was a good man, but he was a stickler for routine; discipline, pattern and good order, that was Tom. So much so that if one day was too different from the one before, he could be impossible to live with.

Reaching out, Harry squeezed her hand. ‘Don’t you worry, sweetheart,’ he told her. ‘I’ll get you home.’

‘I know you will.’ Harry had a habit of calling her sweetheart. Tom never did, and that was a shame because when Harry did it, it made her feel warm all over. But then Harry and Tom were like chalk and cheese. Harry was twenty-two and Tom only four years older, but there was a world of difference between them. Harry was full of spirit, always smiling and cheerful, while Tom took life too seriously, rarely smiling, and always looking for the next problem. But the thought of Tom was strangely reassuring. She did love him, she told herself. In fact, she told herself this time and again, as though wanting to believe it.

‘Tom’s bound to worry if I’m not home when he gets back from the quarry.’ What she meant was, that  Tom would throw a tantrum. That was his usual way of dealing with things that upset his precious routine.

Harry urged the horse on, gently tapping its rump with the whip. ‘Come on, feller, get the young lady home and it’s worth an extra bag of hay to you.’

The weary horse made a valiant effort, but deep down Harry was worried. If the wind kept up at this rate, they might not get through this side of morning.

‘How about if we turned back?’ Bridget was no fool. She knew the road well. She also knew the dangers.

‘Too late for that.’ Harry had given it a passing thought, but with the walls collapsing into their path and the road possibly blocked behind them, it was not an option. ‘Wrap that blanket tight about you,’ he advised. ‘With luck, the heavens will ease up and smile on us. All the same, from now on, if I ask you to stay on the cart, I’d be obliged if you’d do as you’re told. Two of us out there breaking our backs is downright reckless. If one of us gets hurt, there’s always a chance the other can fetch help.’

‘Sorry.’

‘So you should be.’

There was a lull between them, before he suddenly reached out and took her hand in his. ‘It’s me that should be sorry,’ he apologised. ‘I ought never to have started the journey. I should have taken you back to the house there and then. Trying to  get you home on a night like this is sheer bloody lunacy!’

Opening the blanket to encompass him, Bridget huddled close. ‘You’d die before you would admit it,’ she said, ‘but I know you’re frozen through. Please, Harry, share the blanket. We can keep each other warm.’ Her face was so close to his, she could feel the stubble on his chin. ‘And no arguments.’

Harry wasn’t about to argue. In fact, with Bridget’s small soft body next to his, he was the happiest man in the world.

When they got as far as Samlesbury, Harry called the horse to a halt. ‘Just as I thought,’ he told Bridget. ‘With few hedges along these lanes and only low-lying shrub beyond, there’s nothing to stop the snow from whipping across the fields. We ought to be standing right in the middle of the lane but it’s impossible to be sure. Looks like the whole area is buried under four feet of snow.’

‘What can we do?’

‘I’m just wondering where we are exactly, and whether there are any farms hereabout.’

‘There is a farmhouse somewhere along this lane, I’ve seen it on my way home.’ She always thought how pretty it was, with its thatched roof and bull’s-eye windows.

Rubbing his hands together, Harry encouraged the blood to circulate faster. ‘We’ll be hard pressed to find it in this lot.’

‘What then?’

‘One thing’s for sure. We can’t go on, and we can’t go back.’ Turning the blanket away, he climbed down. ‘You stay where you are,’ he told her. ‘And I mean, stay . . . where . . . you . . . are!’

‘Don’t worry.’ Her quiet smile reassured him. ‘Anyway, somebody has to look after the horse.’

He looked at her and, for one precious moment, his love shone in his eyes. Then, just as quickly, his features were grim. ‘Get down under the seat. It’s important to keep warm. Wrap the blanket tight about you.’ He made certain she was tucked securely underneath the seat, with the blanket covering her from top to bottom, until only her eyes peeped out. ‘I’m going to scout ahead. If there is a farmhouse like you said, I’ll find it.’

Sorry eyes stared up at him. ‘I’d rather come with you, even if it is reckless.’

He shook his head. ‘You drive a man crazy, Bridget Mulligan!’ Strong, lean fingers caught hold of her. ‘Will you do as I ask? Or must I tie you to the cartwheel?’

‘All right. But what if you get hurt? How am I supposed to know?’

He answered with a grin. ‘Oh, you’ll know all right because I’ll shout and yell until you find me.’

‘What about me? I might be frightened here in the dark all on my own.’

He shook his head. ‘Not you,’ he declared with  a smile. ‘Anybody else, maybe, but not Bridget Mulligan!’

Taking the spare lamp from the box under the seat, he lit it from the one he had hung on the shaft. ‘I’ll be as quick as I can,’ he promised. ‘Meanwhile, do as I say. If I come back and find you’ve gone off looking for me, I’ll track you down and give you the smacking you deserve.’

Bridget laughed out loud. ‘You wouldn’t dare!’

Without answering, he put up the collar of his overcoat, and tightened the straps of his boots, and set off.

As Bridget watched him go, she couldn’t help but wonder how Tom might cope in these circumstances. Like Harry, Tom was a strongly built man and probably just as capable of dealing with an emergency as Harry was. But, as far as she was aware, the circumstances had never arisen for him to be put to the test, whereas Harry had proved himself more than once, in particular last year when there had been a bad fire at the Grange. Cook had gone into fits and the master was worse than useless. But Harry had quickly ushered everyone outside. He sent the pot boy running for the brigade, and by the time they arrived, Harry had organised the staff with a line of water buckets to prevent the fire from spreading. Afterwards, the brigade officer commented on his calm nerve and organising ability. ‘You did well,’ he told Harry, and offered him a job, should he ever leave Weatherfield Grange.

Curled up beneath the seat, Bridget thought about the two men. What if she had married Harry instead of Tom? But Harry had not asked her, whereas Tom had pursued her right from the day she dropped her purse in the puddle outside the market. Tom had retrieved it and given it back, and after that he had set his cap at her. Not a day passed when she didn’t receive a note, or a box of chocolates, or a posy of flowers, until in the end she fancied herself in love with him.

But it was a peculiar love. Quiet and predictable. Going home to Tom was like going home to a stern father, accompanied by a feeling of guilt without quite knowing why. It wasn’t at all how she felt whenever she saw Harry; with him, she had the most wonderful glowing feeling inside.

Bridget had no way of knowing what time it was, or how long Harry had been gone. ‘It seems like he’s been gone for ever,’ she murmured. ‘I hope he’s all right.’

Straining up from her cramped position, she peered ahead. The snow was blinding. She cupped her hands round her mouth and called his name.

Her only answer was the howling wind and the hush of snow as it fell about her. She tried again, this time louder.

Still no answer. Now she was really concerned. If he was in trouble or hurt, it was obvious she would not hear his calls for help, and he had been gone for such a long time. ‘I have to find him!’

Impatient, she climbed down from the cart – and  immediately sank up to her knees in snow. ‘Damn it, Harry, where are you?’ She called again but there was still no answer.

Her teeth were chattering and her limbs were beginning to set. With great difficulty, she managed to make her way to the front of the cart to the horse. ‘Oh, you poor thing,’ she groaned; the creature was wet and bedraggled, head hanging low, his big brown eyes looking at her appealingly. His beautiful lashes were speckled with snow and the water trickling down his face made him look as though he was crying. ‘I know,’ she said, putting an arm round his thick neck, ‘it’s a bad situation. All we can do is put our trust in Harry.’

Harry had strapped a horse blanket over the animal, and by now it was heavy with snow. Bridget shook it off as best she could, then slid it higher over his withers. ‘It won’t keep you dry,’ she told him, ‘but it might keep the worst of the wind off you.’ The wind was worsening, swirling the snow and sending it into a frenzy. ‘Harry won’t let us come to any harm,’ she assured the frightened creature, ‘and I won’t leave you, I promise.’

He seemed to understand. Snorting, he pushed his nose into her shoulder.

‘Be patient,’ she coaxed. ‘He’ll be back soon.’ Wrapping both arms round the animal’s wide shoulders, she snuggled up. ‘We’ll keep each other warm,’ she promised, and, for what seemed an age, that was what they did.

Then at last Bridget saw the hazy glow of a lantern as Harry made his way back. ‘Thank God,’ she murmured.

She pushed her way through the snow to meet him. ‘Oh, Harry! You’ve been gone so long.’ The force of the wind sent her into his arms. She made no move to free herself, nor did he want her to. She felt herself blushing. The insane idea that Tom might see them made her break away.

‘I thought I told you to stay put,’ Harry said gruffly, though he was greatly relieved to see her. He had been frantic in case she wandered off. ‘We’d best get started,’ he urged. ‘We’ve a way to go yet.’

‘You found the farmhouse then?’

Harry shook his head. ‘No, I didn’t. It’s like all hell cut loose out there.’

With his arm tight about her waist, he helped Bridget back to the cart; he might have carried her over the snow-laden ground, but his legs were weakened by the long, heavy trudge, and his back felt as though it was cracked right down the middle. More importantly, he had to preserve what strength he had left. Who knew what lay ahead?

‘Where are we going?’ It was increasingly difficult for Bridget to make herself heard against the noise of the wind.

‘There’s a barn about a mile away. It’s not the best place in the world, but it’s got four walls and a roof. If we make it there, we should be all right till morning.’

‘If there’s a barn, surely the farmhouse can’t be far away?’

‘Probably not, but I couldn’t find it and I’ve searched as far as I can tonight,’ Harry answered. ‘It’s impossible trying to find anything in this blizzard.’

Bridget nodded in agreement.

Harry urged the horse forward. ‘Hang on,’ he warned Bridget, ‘we’re in for a rough ride,’ and sure enough, the cartwheels ran straight into the ruts. Thankfully, though, the mighty heart of that brave, weary horse soon carried them on to smoother ground.

As they fought their way through, Bridget clung to the sides of the seat, wishing she was home with Tom, and then wishing she could stay with Harry for ever. Right now it seemed as if they were the only two people left in the entire world, and nothing else mattered. Then she chided herself, and once again her mind turned to Tom, and her thoughts became bleak and confused.


THE JOURNEY TO the barn seemed to take for ever. There were times when she feared they would never make it. But, after a struggle, Harry got them there safely.

‘Hold the lamp up,’ he said, and Bridget did as she was told without question.

It took an age for Harry to open the great doors;  the snow had piled up against the timbers, holding them fast. Summoning all his strength, Harry put his back to the doors, straining his muscles until they felt as though they were being wrenched from his frame. With agonising slowness, the doors began to creak apart.

As soon as the opening was wide enough to drive the cart through, he returned to where Bridget waited. ‘Sit tight,’ he told her. ‘A few more minutes and we’ll be in the dry.’ He took up the reins and gently urged the weary horse to make one last effort.

Once the cart was inside the barn and the doors were closed behind them, Harry quickly unshackled the horse, while Bridget scouted round.

‘Harry, look!’ She pointed to a pile of grey blankets on a rail. ‘At least we’ll be warm.’ Plucking the top blanket from the pile, she shook it hard, dropping it with a scream when a fat brown rat fell out and scurried away. ‘He’s probably more startled than I am,’ she said boldly, but her voice was shaking with fright.

After a further look round, she’d found two hurricane lamps, a sizeable length of thick, strong rope, a billycan filled with cold, rank tea, horses’ tack and throw-overs, and any amount of dead rabbits, tied by their feet and strung from the rafters. There was also a loft above, filled with last summer’s hay.

‘The horse won’t go hungry,’ she said with a satisfied smile as she came to lend a hand with the unshackling. ‘Not with all that hay up there.’

Once the horse was dried off and led into a railed-off section in the corner of the barn, he seemed contented enough, especially when Harry gave him a generous bite of hay. ‘I’m sure the farmer won’t mind,’ he said, patting the animal fondly.

Bridget, too, expressed her gratitude to the horse. ‘You’re a brave old feller,’ she said, both arms round his neck. ‘Thank you for getting us here safely.’

Harry watched her as she stretched up to embrace the horse, and he thought how delightful she was, small and perfect, with an honest, warm heart and a kindness that belied her tender years. Whenever he looked at her, like now, he felt the anguish of a love that could never amount to anything. Bridget was happily married, while he was hopelessly tied by an aged mother and a selfish sister. They both relied on him, and always would. There was no time or opportunity in his life for anyone like Bridget, and even if she had been a free woman, he could never have asked her to share his burden. He pulled off his cap and ran his hand through his hair. Maybe it was just as well she was happily married, he thought philosophically. Funny how Fate had a way of sorting things out for the best – or the worst.

Suddenly aware that she was being watched, Bridget spun round. When she saw Harry looking at her, she smiled shyly. He was so handsome, standing there, one arm stretched to the upper rail and his foot placed on the lower one. His skin was tanned from  his work in the open air, and his hair lay rough and unkempt. He looked like a Gypsy from the roads, she thought fondly.

For a long, poignant moment they gazed at each other, a river of words between them, and not one uttered.

With Tom surfacing in her mind, Bridget was the first to look away. ‘What now?’ she asked softly, not daring to look at Harry. Even after their shared ordeal, Bridget suddenly felt oddly embarrassed.

Sensing her discomfort, he was once again the Harry who had driven them here – organised, efficient, and slightly aloof. ‘For a start, you’d better get out of those wet clothes,’ he suggested. ‘There’s a measure of privacy back here. When you’ve done that, wrap yourself in one of these blankets. They’re a bit rough, I’m afraid, but better than nothing, eh?’ Taking the thick, prickly blanket from the rail, he placed it behind him over the trestle and strode away. ‘I’ll leave you to it then.’

‘What about you?’ Bridget knew he, too, was soaked and chilled to the bone.

‘Don’t worry your pretty head about me,’ he answered. ‘I’ve work to do. Besides, it won’t be the first time my clothes have had to dry on me.’

‘If yours dry on you, then mine can dry on me.’ Bridget was adamant.

He laughed out loud. ‘Just like I said before,’ he grinned, ‘you’re a stubborn little devil, and that’s a  fact. While you’re drying off I’ll find somewhere comfortable for us to sleep.’

‘And after that?’ She eyed him with defiance.

‘All right.’ His smile was charmingly boyish. ‘After that, I’ll think about getting both our clothes dry. Satisfied now?’

Bridget relaxed and nodded.

‘Good.’

After a while, wrapped in a blanket, Bridget joined Harry among the bales of hay in the loft.

‘I’ll be away for help as soon as daylight breaks,’ he promised her. ‘The farmhouse can’t be above a mile or two away, if that.’ Taking off his boots, he wiggled his toes and sighed. ‘That’s better. Damned things are wet to the insides.’ Taking a blanket, he wrapped it about his bulky form. ‘Snuggle up,’ he told Bridget, settling down beside her. ‘We’ll keep each other warm.’

Snuggling up to Harry gave her a strange, wonderful feeling. ‘Harry?’

‘Hmm?’

‘If, as you say, the farm can’t be above a mile or two away, why couldn’t you find it?’

‘In this weather, a mile or two might as well be a hundred miles. I yelled until my throat was sore, but the wind was so fierce, I couldn’t even hear my own voice. As for the farmer, he’s probably got his hands full rounding up his animals. A few hours out in this little lot and they’d all be frozen stiff.’

‘But wouldn’t the lights from the farmhouse be visible?’

‘Maybe the poor devil has run out of paraffin, or used all his candles, or he could be saving supplies, in case this weather sets in for a long period.’

‘Do you think it will?’ Once more, Tom crept into her thoughts. He had never set a hand against her, but she was wary of him.

Harry tried to reassure her. ‘Don’t worry, Bridget. I promise you, one way or another I’ll have you home sooner than they can send out the search parties.’

‘I know you will.’ A part of her wished this adventure would never end. Another, more responsible, part of her was afraid of the consequences. ‘And I’m not worried.’

‘Good.’ Gazing down on her upturned face, he said, ‘I’ll do everything I can to get you home safely. All I ask is that you trust me.’

Bridget smiled up at him. ‘I do.’

‘Are you warm enough?’

‘Mmm.’ Just a small, quiet sound, but she couldn’t trust herself to say any more. He was too near and her heart was thumping too loudly.

Not daring to light a candle with all the hay and straw about, Harry had opened the barn window just wide enough to let a trickle of moonlight creep in. The soft, silvery glow bathed her face, and he was taken aback by her quiet beauty. He had to look away.  ‘Go to sleep now,’ he said. ‘It’ll be daylight before we know it.’

‘Goodnight, Harry.’

He didn’t answer, and he did not look at her. With her warm body so near, he could not trust himself.

For a long time he lay awake while Bridget slept, his mind on how he was going to keep his promise to her.

‘I will get you home, sweetheart,’ he murmured, his gaze on her sleeping face, ‘though I’d give my soul to keep you with me.’

Bridget stirred but didn’t wake, although somewhere deep in her subconscious she heard him.

The night seemed long and tortuous to Harry. He couldn’t sleep, but dared not move for fear of waking Bridget. His arm ached where she lay, and his heart ached even more.

He looked at her for an age, then he turned away for a moment, and when he glanced back, she was awake, her eyes gazing up at him. ‘Harry,’ she said. One word softly spoken, that was all, but it told him all he wanted to know.

Crying out like a man in pain, he caught her close to him. When she folded her arms about his neck, he groaned with the sheer pleasure of it. ‘Oh, Bridget! I do want you so.’ Suddenly the truth was out, and there was no hiding his love. ‘I’ve always wanted you.’

Fired by the passion of the moment, Bridget clung to him, her whispered words shocking, even to her own  ears. ‘Take me,’ she said. ‘Please, Harry, love me. We may never get the chance again.’

The loving was beautiful.

Like two shy children they removed each other’s clothes. They fondled one another’s nakedness, teasing and caressing. ‘You’re everything I imagined,’ Harry said, his gaze roving over her young figure; lying there in the half light, her body glowed with a silk-like sheen, the round, taut breasts standing proud and erect, the nipples dark and rich against the milk-white fullness of her skin. Down below, between the pale thighs, dark, tightly curled hair shaped into a perfect pyramid. And here she was, his for the taking.

Unable to suppress his need for a moment longer, he raised himself above her and prepared to enter her.

Bridget watched his every move. Silhouetted against the moonlight, he made a wonderful sight, lean and strong, his skin warmed by the sun and his muscles honed by his work. When he lowered himself, he trembled with excitement, his large, shadowy member hardened by a desire that had lain too long asleep.

For a moment they gazed into each other’s eyes, and then she felt him penetrate, and her heart leapt. Gasping with delight, she gave herself to him.

She thought how Tom had made love to her many times, but never like this.

Tenderly, he pushed open her legs, wider now, so that he could feel every part of her. Wonderfully  aroused, she began to move beneath him, her mouth on his, skin melting into skin. Sensations she had never known before flowed through her body. Wave after wave of pleasure coursed through her. Faster now, until her heart raced like a wild thing.

Suddenly, all too soon, it was over.

Exhilarated, she lay beneath him, her eyes coveting his face, while he held her in his arms, murmuring gentle longings in her ear, keeping her safe all night long.


DAWN WAS JUST beginning to colour the skies when Harry donned his clothes and boots. ‘I’m shutting you in,’ he told her. ‘Get a few more hours’ sleep. Don’t set foot outside this barn and you’ll be safe enough.’ Safer than she had been with him, he thought bitterly. Bridget had placed her trust in him, and he felt ashamed. They had let their feelings run away with them, and now, in the daylight, he could see how wrong it had been.

‘Don’t be too long, will you?’ Bridget wondered why he was acting like a stranger. Why didn’t he say anything about last night? Maybe he was embarrassed, like her.

‘I’ll be back as soon as I can.’

When he had gone, Bridget got out from under the blanket and quickly dressed. ‘Brr!’ The cold air invaded her every pore. ‘Set to work, my girl!’ she  told herself. ‘That’ll keep you warm, and there’s more than enough to do before he returns.’

The first task was to check the horse and make certain he was all right. ‘Looks like you were born to it,’ she laughed; lying on his side, he stared up at her with big lazy eyes. ‘You can’t stay there,’ she warned. ‘Harry’s gone to get help and, God willing, we’ll be on our way home soon.’

A sense of sadness overwhelmed her. Sinking to her knees, she looked into those big, placid eyes. ‘Harry is a very special person, but I think he’s ashamed of what we did last night. I feel ashamed too. It was wrong, because I have a husband, and he has an elderly mother and sister to care for. Even if we loved each other madly, it could never come to anything, could it? The truth is, we should have been more responsible.’ Rubbing her face against the horse’s, she sighed. ‘I don’t suppose he will ever speak of it, and neither will I.’ Maybe that would be just as well, she thought wisely. If word of this ever got out, their lives would be turned upside down. And however fond of him she was, it wouldn’t be right. Too many other people could be hurt, and she didn’t want that.

She and Harry would always know that they were more than good friends. For all their sakes, that would have to be enough.




Chapter Two
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TOM MULLIGAN WAS a good man but, like most men, he liked to have the upper hand. ‘What do you mean, you’re not coming? I’ve already told them we’ll be there. It’s Freddy Derngate’s leaving party, all the quarrymen are taking their wives, and besides,’ he gave her an appreciative look, ‘I want to show you off.’

Bridget had told him she didn’t feel well enough to make the long trek to the other end of town to the George Inn, a rambling old place that reeked of booze and beeswax polish.

Bridget put a fresh mug of tea before him. ‘Why don’t you go on your own?’ she suggested. ‘Explain that I’m not well enough to come along. From what you tell me, they’re a decent lot. I’m sure they’ll understand.’

Tom was appalled. ‘Go on my own? I’ll do no such thing!’

Bridget knew when to remain silent and she remained silent now, her gaze roving round the tiny kitchen. She noticed how the stairhole door needed a  coat of paint, and even the gas hob was looking the worse for wear. Feeling his gaze on her, she sipped her tea avoiding his eyes. What could she do? Where could she turn? One weak moment, that was all, and it had cost her dear.

‘Look at me, Bridget!’ Now he was angry as well as disappointed.

Startled, Bridget looked at him, praying he could not read her thoughts, or the guilt on her face.

‘Did you hear what I said?’

‘No, Tom, I’m sorry.’ She gave him a feeble smile. ‘I wasn’t listening. Like I say, I don’t feel well, but if you really want me to come, I will.’ She knew from experience that if she was to get her way and stay behind, the idea must come from him. Experience also told her she had to be wily. ‘If I get worse, we can always leave early.’

Regarding her over his mug, he observed worriedly, ‘I must admit, angel, you do look washed out.’

An endearment! Bridget was heartened. ‘Don’t worry, Tom,’ she answered cagily. ‘I’ll be all right, as long as we can leave early.’

‘We can’t do that, Bridget,’ he protested. ‘Leaving early would be worse than if we didn’t go at all.’

‘Then we’ll stay until the end. Whatever you say, Tom.’ For effect, she gave a deep, withering sigh that brought him swiftly to her side.

With his arm about her shoulders, he looked at her with concern. ‘What a pig I am! Here’s you, feeling  unwell, then there’s me wanting to drag you out on a cold March day to get your death.’

‘I’ll be fine,’ Bridget insisted. ‘Give me ten minutes and I’ll be ready for off.’ She made to rise from the chair but he held her there.

‘The only place you’re going, my girl, is your bed.’ He put the palm of his hand on her forehead. ‘If you were to ask me, Bridget, I reckon you’ve got a temperature.’ His mind was made up, albeit reluctantly. ‘That’s it! You’re not leaving this house tonight, and neither am I.’

‘But what about Freddy Derngate’s party?’ Bridget asked. ‘You just said all the quarrymen were going. Won’t it look bad if you don’t turn up?’

‘Bugger Freddy Derngate, and bugger the party! You come first.’

‘No.’ Bridget looked suitably concerned. ‘I won’t have them saying you couldn’t go and see a mate off. I’ll come with you, and no more argument.’ With that, she got up and went towards the stairs.

In two strides he was there. ‘All right. This is what we’ll do. You go to your bed, and I’ll show my face at the party. On one condition though.’

‘Oh?’ Just then, with it all going her way, Bridget dared not say too much.

‘Before I leave, I mean to fetch Nelly Potts from next door. She’s worth her weight in gold, is Nelly. There’s nothing she doesn’t know about women’s upsets, if you know what I mean.’ Lowering his gaze,  he looked embarrassed. ‘I’ll only feel right if I know she’s here keeping an eye on you.’

This was an unexpected development and not one which Bridget welcomed. But she had to play along. ‘All right,’ she conceded, ‘if it puts your mind at rest.’

Half an hour later, Bridget was tucked up in bed, and Tom was presenting himself for her to admire. ‘What do you think?’ He had on his brown cord trousers and a dark jacket that had seen better days but with his thick build and upright stance he made a presentable sight. ‘You don’t reckon I look too dandy in these smart clothes, do you? The truth now.’

‘Course you don’t look dandy. What a thing to say.’ Bridget thought he was a good-looking man. No doubt the other men’s wives would think so too, she mused.

For a wicked moment she wondered how Tom would react if confronted by an attractive lady who took a naughty fancy to him. She smiled to herself. There was no doubt in her mind. He would blush and stammer, look the other way, and come running home to her at the first opportunity. A quarryman he might be, and gruff with it, but when it came to women other than her, he was a mouse.

‘What about the rest of me then?’

‘You look grand to me, Tom Mulligan.’ His hair was larded down, and except for the long, thick sideburns that almost covered his ears, he was cleanly shaven.

‘So you reckon I’ll do?’ His pale blue eyes smiled down on her.

‘You’ll do just fine,’ she said. ‘Now be off, and don’t worry. After a good, long sleep, you mark my words, I’ll be skipping about like a two-year-old.’ In fact, the minute he went out that door, she’d be out of bed and right behind him down the street – once she’d squared things with Nelly Potts.

‘Right.’ Reassured, he thumped one fist into the other. ‘I’ll fetch Nelly.’ He rushed off, closing the door behind him with a resounding thud.

Bridget winced. ‘Hark at that! And me needing my rest,’ she chuckled.

When the reason for all this charade came back to torment her, the smile slid from her face. ‘There’s nothing to smile about, Bridget Mulligan!’ she chided herself. ‘And well you know it!’

It seemed only a moment before Tom returned, with Nelly by his side. ‘Here we are then,’ he announced. ‘Nelly says she’ll be happy to stay with you until I get back.’

‘An’ don’t forget the shilling for me trouble,’ Nelly promptly reminded him.

While he fished in his pocket, Nelly stood before him, not moving until he flipped the coin into her grubby fingers. ‘One silver shilling, and not a farthing more.’

‘That’ll do. Yer can be on yer way now.’

Nelly was a stout, scruffy person of fifty years and  more, though some who knew her from the old days said she must be nearer seventy, an idea she hotly denounced as being ‘a spiteful bloody lie, made up by them as are jealous of me young looks!’

Nelly Potts was anything but young. She walked with a peculiar bent, and possessed a smile that was frightening to man and beast alike. Her features were manly and coarse; she had a wide, cavernous mouth, empty of teeth, and a red, rough tongue that licked at her lips until they were sore and cracked. Her voice was shrill and curiously musical.

‘Well, go on then!’ she urged Tom. ‘I’m here now, and I’ll not be messed about!’ Ambling across the room, she came to the bed. ‘And what’s up with you? Filled yer belly with a young ’un, has he? Making yer feel rotten to the core, is it?’

Bridget might have stopped her, but when Nelly got started, no one else could get a word in.

‘Oh, aye. I know all about that, seeing as I’ve ’ad more than me fair share o’ young ’uns meself. Mind you, they’re all of ’em long gone now, an’ thank the good Lord for small mercies, that’s what I say.’ She gave a cheeky grin. ‘Trouble is, all the men ’ave gone an’ all. The buggers couldn’t handle me, that was the truth. I were too much woman for ’em, do yer see?’ And while she spoke, her eyes twinkled with memories of long ago.

Bridget gave her a small, crafty wink. ‘I’m just a bit under the weather, that’s all, Nelly.’ It was the sort of  informative wink that one woman could give another, and the understanding was clear.

Nelly rose to the occasion. Turning to Tom, she screeched, ‘Are you still here? You’d best be off, young man. This is women’s business.’

Uncomfortable in her presence, Tom shuffled his feet. ‘Right then.’ Sidling past Nelly, he placed a kiss on Bridget’s cheek and quickly departed with the words, ‘Look after her, Nelly. I’m not sure what time I’ll be able to get away.’

‘Stay away as long as you like,’ Nelly called back. ‘We’ve no need of you here.’

A moment later they heard the front door close.

‘Now then, Bridget Mulligan.’ Grinning like a Cheshire cat, Nelly settled herself on the edge of the bed. ‘What little game are you playing, eh?’

Scrambling out of bed, Bridget confessed, ‘I need a few hours to myself, and it was the only way I could get him out of the house.’

Nelly’s face opened with surprise. ‘Aah! Got yerself a boyfriend on the side, ’ave yer?’ The old face crinkled like a dried prune. ‘Lucky divil!’

‘No!’ Bridget was shocked that Nelly had twice hit so near the truth. ‘You’ve got it wrong, Nelly. I love Tom. He’s a good man, and I would never do anything to hurt him.’ Not any more, she wouldn’t anyway. Once was more than enough, and now, because of it, she was in terrible trouble.

‘Well, if it isn’t a boyfriend, what is it? Are you  planning some sort of surprise? His birthday, is that it? And you want him out of the way so you can get it all ready?’ Standing up, Nelly rolled back her sleeves. ‘Where’s the food? I’m a dab hand at laying out a party table, so I am.’

‘Wrong again, Nelly.’ Bridget was already halfway dressed. ‘It’s Fanny.’

Nelly frowned. ‘Fanny who?’ Her memory wasn’t what it used to be.

‘You met her that day she called here, and the two of us went out shopping. You asked me about her at the time, and I told you, she lives on Montague Street. Oh, you must remember her, Nelly. She’s taller than me, a bit on the thin side, wiry brown hair—’

‘Yer mean Fanny Higgins! Aye, yer right. I do remember. What’s more, I’ve heard a lot about her since then. Common as muck, it seems. According to some, she’s had two kids by different men, then gave the poor little sods to the Gypsies.’

Bridget gave her a withering glance. ‘Shame on you, Nelly. That’s all hearsay, and you know it! As far as we know, Fanny’s only crime is to keep herself to herself.’

‘Aye,’ Nelly was shamefaced, ‘’appen yer right. Mind you, it’s her own fault! When a woman on her own turns up out of nowhere, never talking about where she’s come from or what she’s been up to, well, it’s only natural for folk to gossip. What they  don’t know they’ll make up. It’s human nature, is that.’

Bridget knew it only too well. ‘Tom’s the same. He’s never liked her, not from the moment I brought her home after she fainted in the street. She told us then that she had ideas of starting up her own dressmaking business. He couldn’t wait to get her out of the house.’

‘Ah well, that’s because she mentioned setting up on her own. Men don’t like to think a woman can look after herself. It makes ’em feel useless.’

‘Tom really took against her. When I got back from seeing her safely home, he said I was never to see her again, but I have. And I mean to go on seeing her. She’s been a good friend to me, and whatever Tom says, I won’t turn my back on her now.’

Nelly rubbed her hands with delight. ‘Now I can see why you wanted to get him out of the way. You’re off to Montague Street, aren’t you? You could wait until Monday morning when Tom’s at work, but that won’t do because she needs you right now ... on a Saturday. Whatever it is, it can’t wait, can it? So it must be summat important.’

‘It is.’ More important than you’ll ever know, Bridget thought.

Nelly rolled her eyes as if thinking hard. ‘Let me guess now. The silly cow’s got herself into some kind of trouble, and she needs your help. I’m right, aren’t I?’

Bridget felt so ashamed she could hardly look the older woman in the eyes. It wasn’t Fanny who was the silly cow who’d got herself into trouble, it was her! And it was her who needed help. ‘Fanny and I have to talk, yes, you’re right, but she isn’t in any trouble that I know of.’

Nelly was not convinced. ‘I expect there’ll be a man at the bottom of it,’ she declared knowingly. ‘There allus is. Some man will have had his wicked way with her and left her with a swollen belly, you wait and see if I’m not right. Men! Bah! As far as they’re concerned, a woman is good for only two things, bedding and cooking.’ Lowering her gaze to Bridget’s belly, she giggled, ‘I might have known it weren’t you in the family way!’

Bridget paused in pulling on her stockings. ‘Why do you say that?’

Bold as brass and too thick-skinned for her own good, Nelly explained, ‘If yer don’t mind an old lady saying—’ she could always fall back on her age when it suited her – ‘yer old man might be big and strong, but in my experience it’s the skinny ones who reach the spot – if yer know what I mean. Anyway, you’ve been wed long enough to be made with child afore now, don’t yer think?’

Bridget was deeply shocked. ‘What I think is, it might be better if you didn’t say any more.’

‘Oh? A sensitive issue, is it? Mind you, I’m not surprised.’

‘Nelly!’

‘His brother were the same, as I recall. Wed eight years and never managed to fill her belly, not once! In the end she buggered off with some man who gave her eight brats one after the other.’ Tutting with disgust, Nelly muttered, ‘All I can say is, she must have been wrong in the bloody ’ead.’

‘Goodnight, Nelly.’ Disturbed by Nelly’s words, Bridget escorted her down the stairs. ‘Thanks for your help.’
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