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For my daughters, Lindsey and Kim,who as children listened so patiently to ‘Mother’s stories’, and who still listen with the same loving patience






Chapter One


‘I put you out of my way four years ago.’


Maria Beddows glared at the figure seated on the narrow wooden bench which ran around the walls of the third-class waiting room of Birmingham Snow Hill railway station.


‘I put you where you could be no temptation and that is the way I intend matters shall remain. You thought to come out of that school and return to Holyhead House, to take up where you left off, but that is one thing you will never do.’


‘But Holyhead House is my home!’


Maria’s look was cold and hard as the brown-painted brickwork of the drab room. ‘Holyhead House was your home, but not any longer. It ceased to be that the day you entered school.’


Her thin nostrils dilated, drawing in a deep draught of the room’s cold air. ‘Did you honestly think I would allow you to return, to enter my house again? Did you in truth believe you were sent away merely to finish your education?’


‘But Father said . . .’


‘It does not matter what your father said!’ Maria snapped. ‘Your father will not go against my decision when he hears what I have to tell him, and I say you shall not return home. You wanted to be out of that school, you were twenty-one and of an age to please yourself, to do what you wanted to do. You wanted your freedom. Well, now you have it.’


Maria glanced quickly around the dim room but the sharpness of her voice had elicited no reaction from the people seated around the damp walls, huddled into their coats, heads down against the cold that filtered its way inside them. Smoothing her grey corded skirts as if to brush away any possible contact with the shabbily dressed travellers she stood up, her cold eyes sweeping the girl who posed a threat to the life she had so long desired, waited so long to enjoy – a life she had no intention of losing. Bending, she brought her face close to the thin pale cheek of the girl, seeming to any onlooker to be bestowing a farewell kiss.


‘Take your freedom,’ she hissed. ‘But use it wisely. Stay away from Moxley, and stay away from me!’


‘But I must come home to Holyhead House!’ The girl reached out, clutching at Maria’s skirts, her eyes wide and frightened. ‘Where else would I go?’


Maria twitched her skirts free, her own eyes cold as the walls that surrounded them.


‘I don’t care where you go so long as you stay clear of Moxley.’


‘But I have no money.’


‘You should have thought of that sooner!’ Maria’s tone was acid. ‘You had the opportunity to stay in that school, to become a teacher there. But you said no, turned up your nose at that. As a job and a place to live they were not good enough for you, were they? Not fitting for Meshac Beddows’s daughter!’


‘But I did not want to become a teacher, I wanted to come home . . .’


‘I know what you want!’ Maria said viciously. ‘The same as I knew what you wanted before you were sent away to school. Oh, I knew what you were about – the coy little smiles, the lowered lashes every time he looked at you. Yes, I was on to your game and I put a stop to it. You can forget what is in your mind, forget all thoughts of returning to Holyhead House and taking up where you left off – forget Ryder Tempal, you will never have him!’


‘You are wrong!’ The carpet bag that held her few possessions clutched in her hand, Carys ran after the older woman, already half way out of the door of the waiting room. ‘I do not want Ryder Tempal, I never wanted him.’


‘Oh, no?’ Maria’s brown eyes gleamed with menace. ‘If you never wanted him, why is it that each time you came home for the holidays you hung on to him like a limpet, clung to him every moment he was in the house? Why, if you didn’t want him, did you follow wherever he went, hanging on to his coat tails, embarrassing him with your attentions?’


It had not been like that. Carys followed her along the platform, aware of the watchful eyes of the uniformed station master. She had not followed on Ryder Tempal’s heels; the reverse was true. He had dogged her footsteps wherever she went with his fawning smiles and lingering hands, followed her until she was forced to withdraw to her bedroom, the only place she could escape his unwanted attentions – her bedroom or her secret place.


‘Please, I have no interest in Ryder Tempal.’ She looked at the other woman but the face was cold and closed against her.


‘Then that is as well for you, and it would be well to keep things that way. For should you try to return to Holyhead House or contact him in any way, I will see you dead!’


‘Be you wanting this train, miss?’


Carys looked at the railway porter who touched his peaked cap to her despite the glare of the station master watching them from the doorway to his office. He had kept an eye on this girl dressed in a faded blue coat that had obviously been made to serve more years than it should. From midday she had stood at the end of the platform, an old carpet bag clutched in her hand, making no attempt to board any of the trains that had passed through. Now this was the last of the day. ‘Get rid of her,’ the station master had ordered the porter, ‘tell her she has to leave. We can’t have folk in the station overnight, much less a woman on her own.’


‘Be you wanting this train, miss?’ the porter asked again.


‘I . . . I . . .’ Carys turned to him, her amber eyes blank.


‘Where do you be wanting to go?’


‘Moxley, but . . .’


‘You want this train then,’ the porter said, relieved. The station master having taken several steps along a platform now almost empty of travellers, stared a silent command to the porter who added nervously ‘C’mon, let’s get you on board, train’ll be pulling out in a little while.’


‘No!’ Carys hung back as the man made to take her bag. ‘I can’t – I can’t go to Moxley.’


‘But you said that was where you was wanting to get?’ The porter cast a wary eye towards his superior.


‘I know, that is where I thought to go, but now . . . now I can’t.’


‘Look, miss, this is the last train. There’ll be no more till mornin’ so it be this one or none at all, an’ you can’t go stopping on the station all night. So come on, there’s a good wench, let’s get you aboard.’


‘But . . .’ she said.


Carys’s protests broke off as the station master, resplendent in brass-buttoned uniform, strode importantly up to where she stood with the porter whose eyes already spoke of his fear of the sack.


‘Now then, young woman.’ He did not touch his peaked cap; this was a third-class passenger and one who seemed barely able to afford that. ‘If this be the train you be waiting on then you best be getting on now. It’ll be pulling out in a few minutes.’


‘No, I can’t . . . it isn’t.’


‘’Er said as ’er wanted Moxley an’ I told ’er this was the train to be getting an’ there’d be none other tonight,’ the porter almost gabbled as the station master’s irate gaze settled on him.


‘Was it Moxley you was a-wanting?’


A respectful ‘miss’ glaringly absent, the station master turned his stare to Carys. He was having nobody, young or old, male or otherwise, on his station overnight. It was the train or the street and no messing about on the way.


‘Yes, it was,’ Carys answered quietly, feeling the man’s antagonism almost touching her. She shivered. She knew that touch well enough, had lived with it for the past four years.


‘Well then!’


The station master fingered his well-waxed moustache, aware of the inquisitive stares of passengers already seated on the train.


‘I . . . I find I can no longer go to Moxley.’ Carys saw the impatience in the man’s eyes and almost cringed in expectation of the blow that usually followed such a look.


‘Well, you’ll not be going anywheres else tonight.’ Stubby fingers worried one end of the stiffened moustache. ‘Least not on a train, that is, so you best be getting along. Take your ticket to the ticket office an’ change it when you makes up your mind where you wants to be.’


He glanced at the porter hovering nervously at his elbow and gave a slight hitch of his head, which clearly said, ‘That’s if a woman can ever make up her mind about anything.’


‘I do not have a ticket to change.’


Carys watched the man’s look of incredulity turn to one of anger.


‘You don’t ’ave no ticket!’ he burst out. ‘Then what the ’ell be you playing at? You’ve been standin’ on this platform nigh on seven hours an’ all that time you ain’t had no ticket? That means you either had no intention of going anywheres or else you ’oped to slip on to a train without paying and . . .’


‘I had no such intention!’ Beneath the anaemic flare of the gas lights that punctured the shadows of the platform Carys’s cheeks flushed hotly.


‘Then why stand ’ere all day? Hollings, see ’er off.’


The station master strode away, his hand coming up smartly to his bottle green cap as he scurried to open the door of a first-class carriage for a late arrival.


Along the platform Carys shrank against the wall, seeking the protection of the gloom. She recognised the man climbing into the train: the tall muscular build even under the dark velour overcoat, the sure confident step. Yes, she recognised him as she would anywhere, but he must not see her.


‘You best be getting along, miss,’ the porter said kindly. ‘You don’t want no trouble and the gaffer there, well, ’e will send for the bobbies if you don’t go.’


‘I . . . I’m sorry, I did not mean to cause you bother.’


Lowering her head against the yellow gleam of the gas lamps and the possibility that the man who had just boarded the train might see and recognise her, Carys began to follow the porter towards the arched entrance that gave on to the street. A possible confrontation with the police would be more than she could take right now.


‘Eh up, you mad-brained bugger!’


Knocked almost off his feet by the figure hurtling into the station, the porter reeled and automatically reached out for something to arrest his fall. His hand fastening on Carys’s arm, she stumbled on to her knees, the shabby carpet bag flying off across the platform.


‘What the bloody hell d’you think you be about!’


Scrambling to his feet, the porter glared at the young woman who had cannoned into him, at the same time helping Carys to her feet.


‘Ain’t you got no more sense than to go running wild around a railway station?’


‘Eh, I be right sorry, truly, but that there be my train and if I don’t catch it then missis will be on to me summat rotten.’


‘Being sorry don’t butter no parsnips.’ The porter glared. ‘You young uns think you can go round doing just as you like an’ sod the rest of we . . .’


‘I said I be sorry.’ The girl turned to Carys. ‘Eh, luv, I hope as you ain’t hurt none?’


‘No, no, I am not hurt.’ Carys dusted her shabby coat with both hands.


‘That be as it might.’ The porter glanced behind in the direction of the first-class carriages and visibly wilted as he saw the station master hurrying across to them.


‘What be all the to do?’ The station master’s moustache bristled at his underling.


‘It be nothing, Mr Robins, sir.’ The porter retrieved the carpet bag, shoving it into Carys’s hand. ‘This young woman bumped into me, that’s all.’


‘But that ain’t all!’ The station master sucked in his cheeks importantly. There had been an accident on his station and that was something he did not like, something he did not like at all. His moustache, so stiff with wax it stood out from each side of his face like a couple of malacca canes, bobbed up and down with the angry workings of his mouth. ‘That ain’t all at all! This ’ere young woman has been knocked down. In short, there has been a haccident . . .’


‘Nobody ain’t hurt.’ The girl who had raced into the station threw an anxious glance towards the steaming train.


‘Nevertheless a haccident is a haccident and must be reported,’ said the station master, bristling anew.


‘There is really no need for that.’ Carys took the bag, her back to the train, aware of faces turned towards the little drama being played out on the platform.


‘There be every need.’ The moustache rose and fell importantly. ‘It be the policy of the L.M.S. railway to report every haccident caused to a passenger, no matter how trivial. An’ this has been a haccident.’


‘But I’ll miss my train if you keeps me hanging about while you writes out whatever it is you haves to write out. Tell him you ain’t hurt, miss?’ The girl looked pleadingly at Carys. ‘Tell ’im you don’t want him making no report?’


‘It don’t matter what ’er says,’ the station master returned pompously. ‘There has been a haccident involving a passenger and as station master I haves to report it.’


‘But there has not been an accident involving a passenger.’


Carys gave a last flick to her coat as she met the station master’s intimidating glare.


‘Of course there has!’ he rapped at her. ‘This here young ’ooligan knocked you down.’


‘No, she did not.’ Carys met the angry stare full on. ‘She bumped into the porter who, as he lost his balance, accidentally caused me to stumble.’


‘As I said, a haccident!’ The station master wore his triumph like a medal.


‘As you said, an accident,’ Carys concurred quietly. ‘But not an accident caused to a passenger. If you recall, I told you I had not purchased a ticket and that I was not intending to take a journey on any train. To be a passenger one must have a ticket and I do not have one, therefore I cannot be said to be a passenger, so it follows there is no need for you to write out a report.’


The station master’s mouth worked fiercely, jerking the moustache up and down as he tried to come to terms with what he knew to be logical yet loath to relinquish his authority, seeing the girl’s argument as in some way challenging the power he wielded.


‘’Er be right.’ The second girl grinned. ‘If ’er ain’t bought a ticket then ’er ain’t no passenger – so you can clear off out of my way afore I reports you for hobstructing the travelling of a young lady who has got a ticket, bought and paid for.’


‘Just you makes sure as you have . . .’


‘Oh, I have a ticket all right.’ She fished in the pocket of her coat, drawing out a slip of white card. The black lettering and the neat hole punched in one corner showed clearly in the sickly yellow gas light as she waved it only inches below the dancing moustache.


A few yards away the engine belched noisily as a guard somewhere in the shadows blew his whistle.


‘Blimey, I’m gonna miss me train!’


Grabbing Carys by her free hand, she ran for the train, oblivious to the calls of both porter and station master.


‘Hold it, hold it!’ she screeched, sprinting along to where the third-class carriages stood at the far end of the platform. ‘Give a girl a chance to get on.’


Dragging Carys behind her, she jumped into a carriage, its door swung open by a passenger seeing them charge along the platform, and sank laughing on to the wooden seat as the guard blew three short blasts and the train steamed slowly forward.


‘That was close.’ The girl touched a hand to the bonnet that had come slightly askew in their race for the train. ‘The missis would have my guts for garters if I didn’t get back tonight.’ She sank against the wooden back rest, her eyes closed. ‘Eh, that was clever, the way you handled that la-di-dah station master. I would never have thought to pretend I hadn’t got a ticket.’


‘I was not pretending. I do not have a ticket.’


‘Eh!’ The girl’s eyes opened and even in the dim light of the single candle enclosed in a glass shade held by a wall bracket, Carys could see consternation fill them. ‘But you have to have a ticket! You can be prosecuted for tryin’ to diddle the railway company.’


‘I was not trying to cheat the railway company. In fact, I was not about to travel on this train.’


‘Eh!’ The girl’s eyes widened still further. ‘But . . . but you was on the platform.’


‘Yes, but I was not about to board the train. I was just about to leave the station.’


‘Oh, lor’!’ The girl slumped back in her seat again. ‘Oh, lor’. Now what do we do?’


Carys glanced across the carriage to the opposite seat where a woman fumbled her breast into the mouth of a screaming infant. What could she do? The best thing would be to get off at the first station and try to explain to the attendants there what had happened. And then what? Would the police be called and she arrested?


‘Had you just got off this train at Snow Hill?’ The girl shifted in her seat to look at Carys, ignoring the grumbles of a man wedged into the seat beside her as he pulled his flat cap over his eyes and settled to sleep.


‘No,’ Carys answered, seeing the woman feeding the baby look at her with interest.


‘Well, if you wasn’t getting on and you hadn’t got off, what was you doing? I mean, it don’t make no sense you being on the station if you wasn’t coming or going.’


‘Might be ’er was meeting somebody off the train.’ The woman suckling the child eased her nipple from its mouth allowing it to burp noisily before pushing it back.


‘Was that what you was there for, to meet somebody?’ the girl asked. ‘Lor’, what will they do when they finds there you be, gone?’


In the narrow, half-dark compartment Carys smiled to herself. It had been four years since she had heard the peculiarly contradictory manner of speech that was the nearest Black Country people came to the King’s English, a manner of speech that warmed her with memories.


They had spoken that way, the men and women employed in her father’s enamelling works, but for all the roughness of their speech they had been kind to a small child lonely for companionship, unlike some of the teachers at that place her mother still referred to as a school who, for all their correct usage and polite speech, had made her life there a hell.


‘Well, don’t matter ’ow much they looks for ’er, they won’t find ’er cos ’er be on this train.’ The woman fastened her blouse across the breast she took from the now sleeping baby, adjusting the heavy woollen shawl about the child, then proceeded to peer across the narrow gap between the wooden seats.


‘Eh, what we going to do?’


‘Well, whatever it be, you better do it quick.’ This time it was the man with the cap over his eyes who spoke. ‘The conductor’ll be here afore long and if ’e cops ’er without a ticket, it’ll be the bobbies fer sure.’


‘P’raps if we tell him what happened, he might turn a blind eye?’ the girl suggested hopefully. ‘If we tell him what with rushing for the last train, we hadn’t time to go to the ticket office, he might let you off.’


‘Arrh, and pigs might fly – only don’t go holdin’ your breath till you sees ’em go over,’ the man answered drily. ‘From what I hear, the railway be clamping down on fare dodgers. They be prosecutin’ everyone they gets ’old of and that means six months down the line.’


Prison! Carys felt her heart leap in her chest. Would they really send a woman to prison for the sake of a few pence? She didn’t ask the question aloud for she already knew the answer.


‘P’raps if whoever you was supposed to meet said what you was at Snow Hill for, it would be all right?’


Carys heard the hope in the voice of the girl who had dragged her on to the train and hesitated, hating to destroy it.


‘I was not there to meet anyone.’ She had to say it at last.


‘This is getting to be like one o’ them there Sherlock Holmes stories.’ The man sat up, pushing his flat cap back from his eyes. ‘’Er wasn’t at the station to be going anywhere an’ ’er wasn’t there to be coming back, neither was ’er there to be meeting anybody – so what the ’ell was ’er there for? Best get your answer ready, wench, ’cos that magistrate is going to want to hear it.’


‘’E might not have to.’ The woman lifted the hiccuping baby to her shoulder, patting it none too gently on the back. ‘You could just pay the price of a ticket to the conductor when ’e comes round.’


‘’Course, that’s right.’ The girl heaved a long sigh of relief. ‘I hadn’t thought of that. Just pay to where you want to get off an’ there’ll be no trouble, that’s the answer.’


Across from her the baby burped again and, crooning her approval, the woman rocked it in her arms. It would be the answer, Carys thought, except for the fact she had been left without a single farthing.


‘No trouble?’ The man shifted in his seat, a surly disgruntled movement as if this apparent solving of the problem had stolen his limelight. ‘You drag ’er on to a train ’er didn’t want to be on in the first place then tell ’er, all airy-fairy like, to cough up ’er own fare to pay for a journey ’er ’ad no need of – then you tell ’er it’s no trouble! Huh! I know what I’d be telling you if it was me.’


‘Well, it ain’t you, is it?’ the girl replied tartly. ‘And I don’t remember nobody asking you to stick your big nose into a private conversation.’


‘Like that, is it?’ The man slouched back in his seat, once more pulling the cap low over his eyes. ‘Well, don’t ask me to stick it in when that conductor asks for ’er ticket ’cos you’ll ask in vain.’


‘We won’t have to ask.’ The girl pushed herself more squarely on to the slatted wooden seat, shoving the man farther into the corner as a token of her annoyance. ‘’Er will pay for a ticket and there’ll be no bother. That be right, don’t it?’


Carys felt rather than saw the smile in the girl’s eyes and had to force out the words that would drive it away. It had been done in the spirit of kindness, her being hauled on to this train; the girl had obviously thought she had intended boarding it.


‘I can’t pay for a ticket,’ she said, ‘I have no money.’


For a long minute the silence was broken only by the regular click of the train wheels passing over the points in the track, then from beneath the cap came a satisfied grunt.


‘Like I said, best have an answer ready for the magistrate, ’cos sure as hell be hot ’e is going to want to hear it.’


‘You mean, you ain’t got no money at all?’


‘Not so much as a penny,’ Carys answered the other girl’s question.


‘Look, I don’t understand this.’ It took several seconds for her to speak. ‘You was on a railway station but you had no intention of getting on a train, and you had no money to pay for a journey you didn’t intend to take?’


‘I told you it was like a Sherlock Holmes story,’ came the voice from beneath the cap.


‘Arrh, you did,’ the girl replied acidly, ‘but you ain’t no Doctor Watson judging by the help you’ve come up with so far, so do we all a favour and keep quiet.’ She turned to Carys, squinting at her by the dim light of the candle. ‘Well, whatever you were about on that station it be my fault you find yourself on this train, so least I can do is pay your fare.’ She hesitated, realising she had no idea where the other girl was headed. ‘Where do you be going?’ she asked. ‘Where do you live?’


The answer was simple enough. Carys felt a tug in her chest. She was going nowhere, she had nowhere to live.


‘My home is in Moxley,’ she said, knowing she had to reply.


The girl rummaged in her bag then held out her hand, running a finger over the coins gleaming in her palm.


‘I’m sorry but I’ve only got enough to get you to the station at Wednesbury,’ she apologised. ‘I ain’t got the price of the cab you will need to take you on up to Moxley.’


‘Wednesbury will do, I can walk from there.’


She would not walk to Moxley, Carys thought, she would not walk anywhere tonight except maybe a shop doorway somewhere. Then tomorrow . . . but what of tomorrow? It would bring no answer to her problem. Tomorrow would not bring her a home.




Chapter Two


Without a word to the maid who opened the door to her, Maria passed quickly up the broad staircase of Holyhead House, closing the door of her bedroom behind her.


Removing her feathered bonnet, she threw it on the bed, at the same time drawing a long slow breath. She had done it! She had prevented the girl’s return to this house, prevented her from taking up with Ryder Tempal. There would be no more coy smiles and whispers, no more walks alone with him in the garden, and she, Maria, need no longer fear competition from a girl more than twenty years her junior.


‘She shall not have him!’


Crossing the room, Maria Beddows stared with satisfaction at her own reflection in the long cheval mirror. At almost forty she still made an imposing picture. Her figure was good and set off to advantage in tasteful claret-coloured velvet, the dark hair dressed high on her head crowning a face that was almost beautiful.


Almost beautiful . . . Anger flared like fresh-lit coals in her brown eyes, drawing down her brows and marring her good looks. She had been aware of the girl’s growing beauty, aware of the interest she commanded whenever guests were in the house, aware of the competition.


‘But I put a stop to that,’ she whispered to the image staring back at her. ‘I have waited too long to let her take him from me, let her take what should be mine – what will be mine. She will not have him, she will never have him.’


Touching one hand to her head, she patted a non-existent stray hair into place, her well-shaped mouth curving into a triumphant smile. Her little trip to Birmingham had been successful; she had got rid of one thorn from her side and there would be no argument from the other. Meshac would make no effort to bring the girl home once he had heard what his wife had to tell him.


Meshac!


Dropping her hand to her breast, she smoothed it down to her tightly corseted waist, her mind busily weaving the threads of imagination. If only Meshac were to die, the rest would be so easy. If he were to die she would be free. The barrier to her happiness with Ryder Tempal finally removed, she would be free to lead the life she wanted, with the man she wanted.


A tap at her door interrupting the thought, Maria turned impatiently, calling her permission for the maid to enter.


‘A messenger from the Bilston works, mum.’ The girl bobbed a curtsy.


Message? Maria’s mind whirled for a moment. Could it be that Meshac had met with an accident? Could he be dead? Seeing the girl look at her, knowing that for one unguarded moment she had let the light of hope shine in her eyes, Maria turned towards the bed, picking up her bonnet.


‘Yes, Mary, what is it?’ she asked, her voice more controlled than her thoughts.


‘A message from the master, mum. He sent a man from the works to say as ’ow ’e will be bringing a guest to supper and to tell you they would be ’ome around eight.’


‘Did the master say who his guest was?’


‘No, mum, just that ’e was bringin’ somebody to supper. Shall I tell Mrs Coates to come up, mum?’


‘No.’ Maria tossed the bonnet aside once more and turned back to face the maid. ‘Mrs Coates will manage very well as she always does. Tell her I leave everything in her capable hands.’


Maria unbuttoned the claret velvet as the maid withdrew. Having a guest this particular evening suited her; it would delay any explanation of the girl’s absence and give her more time to plan just what she would say as the reason for Carys’s not returning home. Catching sight of herself in the mirror, Maria smiled.


Things were working out better than she could have hoped. Tonight with a guest to entertain Meshac would be certain to take more than a little of the wine and more than one glass of the brandy his doctor had advised against. Tonight he would have more than alcohol to lull him to sleep; tonight she would take steps to bring about her dream.


‘It be a fair walk to Moxley . . .’


The girl who had paid Carys’s fare to the none-too-pleasant conductor on the train turned to look at her as they left the L.M.S. station at Wednesbury.


‘. . . and I don’t feel too easy about your headin’ off there all by yourself. It’ll be black as pitch when you come to cross the ’eath.’


‘I will be all right.’ Carys clutched the carpet bag closer to her as though the paltry contents somehow gave her comfort. ‘I am sorry to have taken the last of your money to pay my fare here.’


‘Couldn’t do no other seeing as it were my fault you was on that train in the first place.’


‘But having no money left means you also will have to walk home,’ Carys said as they trudged away from the dimly lit station.


‘That won’t hurt me none.’ The other girl grinned. ‘I’m used to walking home, ain’t nothing new for me. But it is fer you, ain’t it?’ Her grin gone, the girl looked at Carys more shrewdly. The shabby, seen-better-days coat did not hide the girl’s innate look of gentility though the hands that clutched the carpet bag were those of someone used to manual labour. Wherever this girl had come from she had been worked hard, but even more puzzling was where she was headed and how she had planned to get there without money.


‘You ain’t never walked to Moxley afore, have you?’ she asked again.


Carys shook her head, turning her face away so the other girl would not see the tears that suddenly threatened to spill.


‘I thought not.’ The girl stopped abruptly. ‘What’s more, it be my guess you ain’t going to walk there tonight neither. You ain’t got a home in Moxley, ’ave you? In fact, it strikes me you ain’t got a place nowhere.’


Across the street the last few women hurried homeward from the street market. They had waited for the nine o’clock bargains from Tedd’s fish stall and Harry Stokes’s meat stall, sold off cheap as the day’s business came to an end. Soon the town centre would be deserted except for men coming and going between Wednesbury’s many public houses.


‘Well, I knows one thing for sure.’ The girl tucked her arm through that of Carys. ‘You ain’t sleeping under no hedge. You best come with me. Mrs B. ain’t so hard as to see a young wench out of a place to spend the night.’


‘Mrs B.? Is she your mother?’


The girl’s laughter rippled through the gathering night. ‘Lor’, that ’er ain’t! Mrs Bates be the cook and housekeeper up at Ridge House – that be where I’m in service. I be the parlour maid-cum-everything else. Chief cook an’ bottle washer me mom calls it, but it be better than nowt.’


Carys hung back as the girl made to pull her along. ‘I can’t just turn up there, whatever would they think?’


‘Well, you can’t stop out on the streets all night neither. What if the bobbies sees you and takes you in for vagrancy? That would mean three months down the line. I tell you, it be better you come to Ridge House with me for tonight and you can sort yourself out in the morning.’


She was right, of course. It was not wise to stay the night under a hedge. Though she knew it would be no different tomorrow, Carys allowed herself to be pulled along.


‘Say, I don’t know your name? I can’t very well introduce you to Mrs Bates as the girl I pulled on to the train, can I?’


‘It would not sound very good.’ Carys gave an uncertain smile. She still wasn’t sure that turning up on a stranger’s doorstep and asking for a night’s shelter was the right thing to do.


‘So what shall I call you?’ The girl elbowed her way past a group of women, their baskets about their feet as they waited for the tram that would take them up Holloway Bank.


‘Carys – my name is Carys Beddows.’


The name obviously meant nothing to the girl leading the way along Bridge Street and Carys added no more as she followed.


‘Was that where you had your last place then, in Brummagem?’


‘Where?’


‘Brummagem. You was on the station there and you says you wasn’t goin’ anywheres nor comin’ from nowheres so strikes me you must have been there from the start.’


‘Yes . . . my last place was in Birmingham.’


It was the truth, Carys told herself. The only home she had known for the past four years had been that convent in Birmingham.


‘And they give you the push, did they, the nobs you worked for? Hey!’ The girl stopped suddenly, peering at Carys through the gathering darkness. ‘You wasn’t kicked out for nicking, was you? ’Cos I ain’t taking nobody to Ridge House whose fingers be too light for their hands. The missis there be a good employer and I ain’t repaying ’er by taking a thief into ’er house.’


‘I am not a thief!’ Carys flashed, indignation at the accusation flooding her with heat. ‘I . . . I left my last place of my own accord. I no longer felt any satisfaction in . . . in being there.’


‘I knows what you means.’ The girl carried on walking. ‘I feels that way meself sometimes. I feels I’d like to up and get meself off to pastures new, but I ain’t never quite had the nerve.’


Behind them a tram rattled and shook as it came on, already groaning at the prospect of climbing the steeply rising ground. Carys watched as it passed, hearing the conductor calling out the next stopping point.


‘So, Miss Carys Beddows, may I hintroduce Miss Alice Withers?’ The girl giggled as she dropped an exaggerated curtsey.


‘I am honoured to make your acquaintance, Miss Withers.’


Carys returned an equally affected curtsey, causing both of them to break into laughter.


‘Well now, ladies, how would it be if a fine handsome strapping bloke was to join in the joke?’


A candle in a jar suspended from a hook cast a weak glow over a wooden sign announcing the building the man was leaving to be The Globe public house.


Instinctively clutching her carpet bag, Carys stepped closer to Alice as the man swayed forward, the stink of his breath carried before him.


‘Well, I’d say as how that would be a fair treat.’ Alice faced him squarely. ‘If there was a fine handsome fellow in the vicinity, which there ain’t. There be only you, and you ain’t so much strapping as strapped, I’d say, and the only joke you can be joining is the one on you if you thinks otherwise!’


‘I bet you thinks that be clever?’


The man’s hands went to the leather belt about his waist, its buckle gleaming in the dim light of the candle, and Carys felt her heart jolt sickeningly as he began to ease it loose.


‘I think it be a lot cleverer than your taking that off.’ Alice stood her ground, staring at the whiskered face just a yard from her own. ‘The men in there be hot from ale, and the waters of the Tame be cold. Both can be foul, as you will find out when we scream, mister. Men hereabouts don’t take kindly to wenches being apprehended on their way home o’ nights. One squeal from me and you be like not to see morning.’


For several moments the man’s hands fingered the buckle then dropped to his sides, his shoulder deliberately driving into Alice as he lurched away. ‘Bugger off!’ he called thickly, voice mingling with a burst of laughter coming from the public house. ‘Anyway, who wants to put their ’ands on shit?’


‘I doubt ’e would have said no, given half a chance,’ said Alice. But relief he had given up so easily told in her voice. She turned to where Carys had slumped against the wall. ‘Don’t you pay no thought to that little performance.’


‘But he . . . he was about to strike you!’ Carys had lived seventeen of her years in Moxley and well knew what it meant when a man unbuckled his belt. Though it had never happened to her she had seen the marks of the buckle on many a lad’s back when visiting the Bilston enamelling works with her father.


‘’E would have got more than ’e bargained for if ’e had.’ Alice caught her arm, tucking it beneath her own as she set off again, following the road that now began to rise fairly steeply. ‘Thank God ’e had the sense to realise it.’


‘Does that sort of thing happen often?’ Carys flinched as a figure scuttled from the darkness only to disappear fast, swallowed up by the blackness of an alleyway that separated one row of small mean houses from the next. They had been built close to the edge of the cutting made to lay the road and tram rails.


‘Not to me it don’t,’ Alice chuckled. ‘Seeing as I’m usually with me brothers if I have to be out at night. And woe betide any bloke who tries any funny business with them around!’


‘But your brothers are not with you tonight?’


‘No, and don’t you never tell ’em I’ve been out on me own at night. That would give me mother a heart attack. It only be that the mistress had this brooch ’er wanted special to wear at some do ’er has been invited to and the pin broke so ’er asked me to take it to be mended.’


Along the dark ribbon of houses a dog barked, the short staccato sounds raking Carys’s nerves. Her arm tensed beneath that of the girl walking beside her. ‘Is that why you were in Birmingham today?’


In the darkness Alice nodded. ‘What a grand day it’s been an’ all! I ain’t never been there afore. It were quite flummoxin’ findin’ me way among all them streets – it were like a maze. But you’ll know that from living in the place. I enjoyed the visiting of it but I don’t know as how I would like to live there.’


‘But why go all the way to Birmingham just to get a new pin put on a brooch? There is surely a jeweller closer?’


Alice puffed from the effort of the long climb, dragging air into her lungs only to force it out between her teeth. ‘Mr Josephs along Hydes Road be a watchmaker, I don’t know whether you would call that being a jeweller, but the mistress always gets ’er trinkets seen to by them in the jewellery quarter and that be in Brummagem.’


Carys remembered her one visit to that part of Birmingham some called ‘the jewellery quarter’, while others referred to the narrow twisting streets and warren of tiny workshops as ‘the gold quarter’. Her father had told her, when taking her with him to deliver a specially commissioned set of enamelled cameos she herself had designed, that the men who worked here in these small cramped rooms handled some of the rarest gems in the world and produced the most fabulous pieces of gold jewellery.


‘Phew!’ Alice stood for a moment, catching her breath, as they crested the rise. ‘Not much further now. Ridge House be just across the ’eath to the left there.’


She pointed into the darkness but Carys did not follow the direction with her eyes. She had turned to look back the way they had come. There at the foot of the hill Wednesbury spread a carpet of tiny pinpricks of light; the flames of candles set in jars and the odd gas lamp all danced like the Jack-o’-Lanterns her father used to take her to watch, flitting in and out of the branches of the trees growing around the pool in a flooded mine shaft. And beyond those pinpricks of light, in the outer ring of darkness, lay Moxley and her home.


Her home! Carys felt hurt and despair sear through her. From now on she had no home. She had thought earlier, standing on the station platform, that her father would not believe what was told him of her not wanting to return home, wanting instead to lead her life away from him, but even as she had thought it, she’d known her father would believe anything his wife told him.


‘C’mon.’ Alice took her arm again. ‘Mrs B. will be getting nervous at me being out so long. And watch your step – the ground be pretty bumpy this way, but by cutting across the ’eath we save time. We would follow the road on to Hill Top and branch off there to go along the drive straight up to the house, but like I says, that puts another ten minutes on the journey. Me, I always cuts across the ’eath.’


Feeling the heels of her side-buttoned boots sink into the soft earth, Carys stumbled in the wake of a hurrying Alice, expecting every step to throw her flat on her face so that it was with decided relief that she eventually saw the great solid black mass of Ridge House loom out of the darkness.


‘Stranded, you says?’


Martha Bates’s eyes took in the figure standing just inside the door to the kitchen. The coat she wore had seen better days but her face was well-scrubbed and her boots were polished; the carpet bag was shabby but the fingernails of the hands that clenched it held no line of dirt beneath them. This girl, whoever she was, kept herself clean though her clothes were old and she didn’t have gloves.


‘Yes, mam.’ Carys bobbed a polite curtsey.


And she had manners, Martha noted, her anxiety that Alice had brought some undesirable back with her fading a little more. And the girl’s manner of speech was pleasant, not the usual careless dialect of the Black Country.


‘Well, get you in by the fire, wench, there be time to tell all about that after supper. And you . . .’ She turned to where Alice sat beside the range, unbuttoning her boots. ‘Did you do the mistress’s errand?’


‘Yes, Mrs Bates.’


In the warm light of the kitchen the girl smiled as she eased her feet from her boots, stretching her stockinged toes to the fire glowing behind the steel bars of the grate.


‘And the brooch, you ’ave it safe?’


‘Safe as houses.’ Alice nodded.


‘Well, let’s be having it, wench?’ The housekeeper held out an impatient hand.


Standing up from the chair she had taken beside the range, Alice gathered up her skirts and petticoats, bundling them beneath her chin then pushing her bloomers several inches down from her waist and beginning to unhook her corset.


‘Alice!’ Martha Bates’s eyes rounded. ‘What in the world be you doing, wench?’


‘It’s the mistress’s brooch. I put it under me corset for safekeeping.’ The smile became a grin as she fished beneath the half-open corset, coming out with a small brown suede bag.


‘Well, I never!’ Martha took it, her mouth widening into a surprised smile. ‘Whoever would think of putting it there?’


‘That’s what I thought.’ Letting her skirts fall, Alice plonked herself back on her chair, wriggling her toes against the heat of the fire. ‘You did keep tellin’ me to take care and keep it safe, and you did keep going’ on about them pocket pickers, so I put it in the safest place I could think of . . . weren’t no pocket pickers going to get their hands under my stays!’


‘Mistress will have herself a good laugh when I tells ’er where ’er brooch has been this last few hours. And speaking of hours, what took you so long gettin’ back here?’


‘Ooh, Mrs Bates, you wouldn’t ask that if you had seen that there jewellery quarter. Talk about finding your way out of a maze! I reckon that would be child’s play compared to getting yourself out of that place. You no sooner finds your way out of one back alley than you be in another. Them narrow little streets all weave in and out of each other like threads on a loom. I got meself lost a time or two an’ by the time I did get to Snow Hill station I’d missed the afternoon train and the evening one was just about to pull out. I was lucky to catch it, what with that bloomin’ station master.’


‘Well, you be home now, and seeing as you am, you best get that girl out of her coat and then see to making a pot of tea. I think we could all do with a drink and a bite of supper.’


Slipping the suede bag into the pocket of her starched white apron, Martha glanced at Carys still standing uncertainly by the door. ‘Take off your coat, girl, and get you to the fire. I know the mistress would not have you turned out into the night. Though comes the morning . . .’


Slipping out of her coat, Carys watched while Alice hung it in a tall wooden cupboard set at the farthest end of the large kitchen then accepted the chair the girl had vacated.


‘What will you do tomorrow?’ Alice busied herself with cups and plates. ‘I mean, you ain’t got no money, so you says, an’ you can’t live off air so you have to get yourself a place somewheres.’


‘It’s true I have no money, none at all.’ Carys felt the warmth of the fire sink into her bones. She had not realised she had been so cold. ‘But don’t worry that I will impose upon your mistress’s hospitality, I will leave first thing in the morning.’


‘And go where?’ Alice fetched bread and a haunch of cold beef from the larder, returning to bring out butter, cheese, and a large jar of pickled onions which she set on the table.


‘And do what?’ The second question was asked as she poured boiling water into an enamel tea pot.


‘I . . .’ Carys hesitated, trying to judge whether her next words were such a terrible lie. They were not the truth, she had not thought of finding a job or a place to live, she had thought only of those words she had heard on the station platform: ‘Stay away from Moxley . . . try to return to Holyhead House . . . I will see you dead . . .’



‘I thought perhaps I might find something in Wednesbury.’


‘You might find work.’ Taking a large knife from a drawer set in the wooden table that occupied the centre of the kitchen, Alice proceeded to slice several pieces of bread then went on to carve thick slices of the cold beef. ‘Though I doubt very much it will be the sort of work you be used to. Your hands be red but I’d say you ain’t never done no really hard work – well, scrubbing floors ain’t what I would call work, and they only have my sort in Wednesbury. Try down there an’ you’re like to finish up gleaning coal from the pit heaps to sell for a tanner a hundredweight. Lor’, you’d be better off in the workhouse!’


‘I told you the mistress would laugh when ’er heard where you had gone and put ’er brooch.’ Martha Bates bustled back into the kitchen, immediately taking charge of filling each of the plates with slices of beef.


‘Was ’er brooch mended suitable?’


‘’Er was very pleased with it, Alice, though ’er was concerned when ’er heard you had been and gone and got yourself lost in that there jewellery quarter.’


‘No need for the mistress to go worrying.’ Relieved of carving the beef, Alice fetched the enamel pot from the hob, filling each of the three cups with hot strong tea. ‘I did get lost but I soon found meself again.’


‘Arrh, you be a sensible wench when you uses your head.’ Martha smiled benignly before turning her glance to Carys, beckoning her to take a seat at the table.


‘I told ’er about you and how you have no place you can be getting to tonight, and as I said ’er gives permission for you to stay here.’


‘Thank you, it’s very kind of you all.’


‘Yes, well, they says kindness is a virtue. Besides, there might be a time we shall all need a bit of the same.’ Martha glanced at Alice, the teapot still in her hands. ‘Don’t stand there nursing the pot wench, come along and eat your supper.


‘Mistress says, if you have no objection, ’er would like a word with you afore you leaves in the morning.’


‘Oh!’ Carys looked up from her plate, concern adding to the shadows already underlining her eyes.


‘There be nothing for you to fret over.’ Martha noted the fear rising like a tide on the girl’s face. ‘Mistress is just wanting reassurance that you will be all right travelling about on your own like, but ’er said as if you don’t have no wish to talk with ’er then we was to see you well fed afore you left.’


‘Carys thinks ’er will p’raps find a job and a place to stay in Wednesbury.’ Alice sliced a piece of beef, placing it in her mouth, and continued shortly, ‘but I told ’er there be nothing likely to suit ’er in that town. It’s nobbut iron and steel mills, and ’er wouldn’t last two minutes in that lot.’


‘Don’t speak with your mouth full!’ Martha reprimanded then. ‘So Carys be your name, eh? I told the mistress you’d not spoken it.’


‘I beg your pardon.’ A faint touch of pink blending with the pallor of her cheeks, Carys immediately apologised. ‘I am afraid the events of the day have driven all the manners from me. My name is Carys Beddows and I live . . . used to live . . . at Moxley.’



Used to live at Moxley. Again Martha Bates saw the shadow of pain flit across that pale face. So what had happened to take away that home? How had this girl come to be stranded in a railway station, and who was responsible?


One by one the questions rose in Martha’s mind but they would remain unasked, at least until morning. This girl had taken all she could for one day. Much more and she would break.


‘We all forget our manners once in a while.’ She smiled. ‘Now you finish your meal and then Alice can take you upstairs. There be a room next to hers you can have. It be only small but it will serve, and there be sheets and blankets in the linen cupboard.’


‘Mrs B. likes you,’ Alice said later as she finished helping Carys make up the small bed in a room on the top floor of the house. ‘I think ’er would take you on as kitchen maid like a shot with the mistress’s say so. If you decides to go and talk to ’er in the morning, why not ask if ’er will give you a position here in this house? You’d be better off here than down in the town. And besides, I likes you an’ all.’


‘And I like you too, Alice.’ Carys smiled across the width of the narrow bed. ‘And I am very grateful to you for helping me. I shall of course speak to Mrs . . .’


‘Mountford,’ Alice said as Carys hesitated. ‘The mistress be Mrs Virginia Mountford.’


‘. . . to Mrs Mountford,’ Carys went on, ‘but as for asking for a position in her household, I couldn’t. I wouldn’t feel . . . I’ve never . . .’


‘. . . You have done the work of a kitchen maid before.’ Alice finished the sentence for her. ‘I can see that, and this place ain’t too bad once you learns the routine and I could help with the heavier chores. Mrs B. ain’t too much of a slave driver, neither. Believe me, girl, you could do a damn’ sight worse than take a post at Ridge House.’


Yes, she could do worse than take a post at Ridge House. Carys washed her hands and face with cold water from a jug set on a wooden wash stand. Taking one of the two cambric night gowns that had had to serve her since entering that convent from her carpet bag, she slipped it over her head, smoothing the cold fabric over her body.


She could do worse than take a post at Ridge House – like going home to Moxley.




Chapter Three


The evening had gone much as Maria had thought it would. Meshac had eaten a great deal and drunk more while talking endlessly of enamelling. For once she had not allowed this to irritate her; it served her purpose to have him absorbed in talking business which kept his thoughts from the daughter he had expected to see home. He had asked about her once when their visitor had remarked upon the beautiful designs of the boxes and caskets he had ordered. Meshac had told him proudly of his daughter’s skills as a designer and her proficiency with a pencil.


‘Quite a good little artist, my wench,’ he had proclaimed. ‘Could have been an asset to the business had her been a lad, but a wench . . .’ He’d shrugged, drinking deeply from his favourite Madeira. ‘Wenches be good for naught but the marriage bed.’


That had been when he’d glanced along the exquisitely furnished dinner table to Maria sitting at its foot and asked why Carys was not present. But she had been prepared for the question. Smiling directly at her husband, she had spoken the lie without flickering an eyelash.


‘She asked if she might have a few days with a friend who will be returning to her parents in India at the end of next week, after which the girls will probably never meet again. My dear, how could I say no? She looked so tragic at the prospect of losing her friend, and it will be only for a few days.’


Her lovely mouth drooping becomingly, Maria listened with satisfaction as her husband reassured her that allowing Carys to remain with her friend had been the right thing to do. Meshac . . . She watched him now, smiling at her with those faded eyes. He loved his child but he loved his wife more. She almost laughed. It was so easy! Each time he had asked why the girl did not visit her home, the touch of Maria’s mouth on his had wiped the questions away. Poor Meshac, he was besotted, so much so he believed her every word, and that was all to the good . . . her good.


In the darkness of her soul, Maria smiled. But when she turned that smile upon their visitor it had been all grace and charm.
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