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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.’ Her previous novels of North Country life are all available from Headline and are immensely popular.
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 was a unique and wonderful experience, and one which I hope will be relived by the reader, as the words, images, love and adventures are brought alive on the pages.

  




  

    Throughout the creation of this story, I had a very special friend by my side. He has been beside me through thick and thin for over thirty years, and I pray he will be for many more to come. His name is Ken. He’s my beloved husband and friend. Often, in the small hours, I would wake him up to discuss some part of the plot, but he never turned away or complained. Instead, with bleary eyes, he would listen patiently, then, both of us growing too excited to sleep, we would go downstairs, drinking gallons of tea and discussing                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Whistledown Woman











































































































































































































































































 until the dawn came.

  




  

    Thank you, sweetheart. God gave me something very special when he gave me you. Would that everybody at some time in their lives could have such a warm companion.
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    Chapter One

  




  

    ‘You’ll be hanged! Make no mistake about that!’ The words were emblazoned on Starlena’s heart.

  




  

    In her mind’s eye, she could still see the malice in Freya Judd’s snake-green eyes, then the merest glimmer of a smile as she’d added in a voice vibrant with hatred, ‘. . . You’ll not be so high and mighty when they bring                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             that











































































































































































































































































 sentence down on you, my beauty!’ At which, Freya Judd had been taken from the court. But her grim warning was not so easily removed. It hung in the air with dark menace, striking fear into Starlena’s heart.

  




  

    During these past six months, since that bright autumn morning when the police had taken her into custody on a charge of murder, Starlena had thought on many things: loves and passions; hatred and fear. Into her choked and weary mind had come all manner of recollections, some pleasant and soothing, others of a very different nature and with which even now she could not come to terms, for they had shaken her to the very core of her being. So many things had happened, so much had come about to turn her life upside-down, that at times in the darkness of her prison cell, the uncanny stillness of the night gave her to wonder whether the whole thing had not been a dream – a nightmare from which at any moment she might be awakened.

  




  

    But it was no dream! A nightmare, yes – but not one from which she could escape, for Starlena now knew without doubt that even before her wretched mother had birthed her, the shape and direction of her destiny was so strongly defined that in order to have changed it, heaven and hell would have needed to merge! And yet in all truth, had not that very phenomenon taken place through the enactment of her life?

  




  

    ‘Come on! Come on! Look sharpish, there!’ The uniformed escort leading the way, twisted her neck to look behind and address the others following. At once, Starlena felt the prod of stiff fingers in her shoulder blades as the officer immediately behind urged her on. ‘Pick your feet up!’ came the curt instruction. So with one impatient representative of the law in front, the other close on her heels and no place to go but forward along the narrow stone-floored corridor, Starlena pushed ahead. And as her feet carried her on in all urgency to the place where her fate must be decided, she thought again on Freya Judd’s warning and an involuntary shiver ran through her.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Would











































































































































































































































































 she be found guilty and executed? And back came the answer to her own question: yes! It was likely!

  




  

    A look of resignation settled in Starlena’s dark eyes. If today her own life became forfeit, then in all truth it would be a fitting justice, for she would not deny that she was guilty of many things, and, were it not for her, at least one innocent soul would not now be lying in the churchyard.

  




  

    Time and time again in that place where the final chapter of her life was being played out, Starlena had listened passively during the revelations which had made the jury gasp and had written a look of desperation on the face of the man defending her. She had witnessed also the  smile of triumph on the faces of her enemies. And in that moment, Starlena was ready to meet the consequences of her actions, however terrifying they might be. Her only regrets were for the pain she had caused those who loved and prayed for her.

  




  

    Throughout every minute of this long tortuous trial, Starlena had felt their despair, and in spite of the fact that she could have drawn a measure of comfort from their darling familiar faces, she had stopped herself from looking towards where they were seated, lest she might see the pain in their eyes, choosing instead to focus her attention on the young, unfortunate barrister who had for many wearying hours put forward her case, a case which, he claimed, ‘in all humanity demands the mercy and leniency of this court!’

  




  

    Of a sudden, the corridor narrowed and darkened, and the little party drew to a halt at the foot of a steep flight of wooden steps. In minutes, the hatch above was flung open and the two enclosing doors swung back to reveal the grand carved ceiling of the courtroom, where, high on the wooden-panelled wall above the elevated judiciary bench, was mounted a magnificent bird, its great body encrusted with patches of iridescent colours and the awesome spread of its mighty wings seeming to envelop all below.

  




  

    Starlena felt herself propelled forward. Going now onwards then upwards, she emerged into the courtroom, where as before she walked briskly across the enclosed area to place herself by the small wooden chair, this flanked by two fresh-faced officers and facing the vast interior of the room which Starlena thought was cold and forbidding, and which somehow put her in mind of Freya Judd, a thing without a heart.

  




  

    Since the start of this trial, countless thousands throughout  Lancashire and beyond had been fired with curiosity at the nature of Starlena’s crime, and at the unfolding of her story. And in those months following her arrest great numbers of people had crowded into the Manchester courtroom so as to follow the proceedings on a more intimate level.

  




  

    Today was of special importance, for now the trial was drawing to its close. The presentation of both defence and prosecution would be concluded, the summing-up would take place, after which the jury would be directed on the law and called upon to retire for the finding of a verdict.

  




  

    The silence throughout the courtroom was ominous, as all concerned waited for that moment when proceedings would begin. All eyes were on the proud bewitching figure of the woman known as Starlena; for it was in her and the uniqueness of her story that every man and woman here – every onlooker, loved one and enemy alike – found fascination. And now, as one and all gazed upon her, they were made to recall the words of the man defending her, for what he had said directly to the jury, and in tones of reverence was this:

  




  

    ‘I want you,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             all











































































































































































































































































 of you, to look long and deeply at this woman. Upon the evidence you have heard you must now decide whether in her you see a cold and calculating fiend – or a woman of remarkable warmth and courage, an innocent victim of such curious circumstances as to be unparalleled in your experience.’

  




  

    Throughout, not once had Starlena betrayed any sign of her inner turmoil. And even now, as she stood, chin high and gaze unwavering, not a soul there could tell what was on her mind. The dark prison garb took nothing away from the slim youthful strength of her frame which, together with the rich dark eyes and hair shining blue-black as a  raven’s wings, gave her the charisma of a magnificently beautiful woman! She had a pride about her that was startling, and a confidence that took hold of the heart.

  




  

    But for all that, the woman Starlena had offered nothing in the way of her own defence, seeming to have already carved an end to her extraordinary life.

  




  

    So, the outcome seemed inevitable. The sentence would be extreme – of that no-one had any doubt.

  




  

    In no time at all, the judge drew to an end of his summing-up, the jury retired to chambers, and the prisoner was ordered back to cells to await recall on the jury’s return.

  




  

    Leaving the railed enclosure, Starlena would again have averted her eyes from the gaze of her loved ones. But now, in this final hour, she could not. In that swift moment before she was turned away, her gaze lifted to embrace those who were ever in her heart, alive in her every thought, waking or sleeping. They were all here, those darling people, whose aching hearts reached out to console her. And only now, when her pained gaze fell on those stalwart and precious friends did her eyes sadden and begin to swim with tears so long suppressed. In their faces she saw the joy and laughter of times gone by and now so vital in her memory. Oh, how she loved them all, these dear ones who were intricately woven into her life, etched on her soul for all time. Briefly now, Starlena looked on them, her gaze moving lovingly from one to the other.

  




  

    There, in the nearest row, was the oldest and wisest of them all, a small wizened figure wrapped head to toe in a dark fringed shawl, with only the gnarled brown hands visible on her lap, and a roguish lock of stark grey hair struggling out from the edge of the shawl which was draped about her face and shoulders in that comforting  and familiar manner which had always distinguished her. The eyes alone were the live essence of her wise old soul, being darkly brilliant, and holding as they did a wealth of life’s experience. They held also, as they gazed on the prisoner, the greatest love one woman could ever have for another.

  




  

    To Starlena, this wonderful woman, now physically hampered by the onset of arthritis and worn down by life’s cruel adversities, was the mountain peak of her own existence – for this was her beloved Rona, once gypsy of the road and teller of fortunes, and the warmest, boldest friend a body could ever hope to have on this earth.

  




  

    Beside the old woman was seated Celia, the gypsy queen, still in her younger flush of womanhood and who, with her brown plaited hair, hazel eyes and ordinary features, could not be described as beautiful. But there was about her a handsome, eye-catching arrogance and, in those defiant amber eyes, more than a hint of deep resentment towards Starlena.

  




  

    The boy she had grown up with was also here – Anselo had been here for every punishing moment of Starlena’s trial, his rich dark eyes gleaning her face for something – a smile, a look. Starlena knew not what. She knew only that through his desperate eyes there shone a deep abiding love which sought to give her comfort, but which, by its very nature, could not. Starlena had fought to keep her gaze from meeting his. Yet, of a sudden, a great loneliness came over her, and it took every ounce of her control to draw her gaze along, until it came at last to rest on him. Anselo! The very name was like a song, like a sure-footed gazelle wending its way through the bracken, like the wind whistling through the treetops or the warmth of a summer sun on her upturned face. Anselo was wildly  magnificent, with his shoulder-length black hair and dark passionate eyes.

  




  

    Hardly daring to look at him, Starlena’s thoughts were drawn back to when she was little more than a child, and Anselo just a man. Paramount in her memory was a night of illicit love, when passions had blossomed beneath a star-studded sky on a beautiful and sultry evening when, in Anselo’s tender arms, she had become a woman.

  




  

    He was no longer the impressionable young man she had once given her deepest heart to, for so many years had come between. Yet, the passage of time had been kind to him, and now he was a proud and strapping figure of a man, his black eyes afire with passion, his dark and handsome appearance accentuated by the familiar deep-scarlet jacket which had been Starlena’s favourite.

  




  

    Now a renewed boldness flooded into her heart, as she returned the intensity of his gaze. As they looked, each into the other, the same forceful emotion shook their hearts and both were saddened by it.

  




  

    Looking beyond the familiar faces, Starlena’s gaze came to rest on a man much older – a man whose image had the effect of freezing her to the core. An uncommonly offending fellow he was, with stiff unyielding features – one dead eye-socket covered by a crimson patch which could not disguise the jagged scars which ran from beneath it. The one good eye was of the most startling royal blue, whose probing glare could deeply unnerve a body, as it attempted to do now, with Starlena. His sandy-coloured hair was thick and undisciplined, his entire manner arrogant and threatening.

  




  

    In all his forty years and more, this man had never known the joy of giving – had never once been moved to gladly share his possessions, or himself. He was a fiend,  corrupted by an insatiable appetite for power and damned by his crippling greed. As far as Starlena herself had been concerned, this man above all others had wreaked on her the devil’s own mischief. His name was amongst those most revered and respected throughout the whole of Lancashire, for the Wymans were immensely rich and for generations had been part of a tradition which gave them the right to rule like lords in their own little kingdom. But this particular Wyman was not liked. He was feared and held in contempt by many. His name was Redford. Redford Wyman – brother of Starlena! And, as sure as the earth turned on its axis, he was here to see her hang.

  




  

    Beside him, and equally vindictive, was Freya Judd. A harsh-faced woman with light brown hair drawn severely back and piercing green eyes which never once left Starlena’s face, she also was determined that Starlena should lose her life.

  




  

    These two, Redford Wyman and Freya Judd, stayed close one to the other. There were never spawned two more ungodly creatures than these!

  




  

    Yet, if those two were the devil’s own advocates, the two seated behind them were like a ray of sunshine in Starlena’s troubled world. Her dark trembling gaze came now to meet that of a man, an American whom she had known for only a short while, but who meant so very much to her. Instantly, Starlena’s heart was moved with a great surge of warmth and love for this man, Jackson Grand, for if Anselo had stirred memories of illicit passions and forbidden emotions, this man touched her heart more deeply. Theirs also had been a love which had brought pain in its wake, a love which was not theirs to take – yet it had been a love so compelling that it would not be denied. They were drawn together now, just as they had been in  the past. And now, as then, it would seem that Fate was against them. Yet, as they gazed at each other, there grew between them a uniquely silent understanding – a belief in God and in that eternal hope which surely was their right. In the magnificent beauty of Jackson’s dark green gaze, there shone for Starlena a wonderful strength, and such aching love that made her want to run to him and fling herself into his arms. But such comfort was not to be. Not at this moment in time, and maybe never.

  




  

    As Starlena looked upon the gentle features of Elizabeth Judd, she would not have been surprised to see there a look of loathing. Instead, the soft blue eyes smiled reassuringly and, knowing how cruelly this woman had been treated with Starlena believing that she herself was not entirely blameless, it was then she had to turn away, the tears filling her dark eyes, her heart sore within her.

  




  

    Now, after sweeping one last glance over the old woman, Rona, whose lingering gaze needed no words to convey the love in her heart, Starlena was led away to follow the familiar route back to the confines of her cell; where for a while she would welcome the enforced solitude and employ the time reflecting on her fate.

  




  

    ‘I’ll see you’re brought some food!’ The officer had secured her prisoner, then, after turning the key in the lock, she had showed her face at the grill, adding, ‘. . . there’s no telling how long the jury are likely to be out.’

  




  

    Starlena made no reply, for there was need of none. She knew in her bones that the jury would not take too long, for they had little choice but to find her guilty of murder as charged. How could there possibly be any other verdict?

  




  

    Of a sudden she felt the trauma of these last months, and as though pressed downwards by the weight of the devastating events which had brought her here, her body sank  wearily onto the stiff narrow bed, her shoulders upright against the wall, its damp coldness striking with a shock against the back of her head. With a great sigh of relief that, come what may, it was now almost over, Starlena closed her eyes. As she did so, a surging emotion akin to glory swelled her heart and lifted her faith. Gone was the uncertainty, the fear and the darkness which had cloaked themselves about her like a mantle. The darling face of the old gypsy came into her mind, bringing with it memories of summer days, open fields and running brooks teeming with fish – of wild horses, proud black stallions and newborn foals still wet from birthing. The song of a bird and the sharp dry smell of an open charcoal fire. She could feel again that special joy when holding a tiny helpless babe in her arms – and even now, after all that had happened, there murmured deep in her loins that trembling warm urgency of a passion which could not be denied, for she was only a woman, with the heart and emotions of a woman – both of which might soon be silenced forever.

  




  

    She thought of her darling girl-child, Ronalda, at this moment in the care of others, and her heart was pained. Had the child been either Anselo’s or Jackson’s, she would at least have had a father to love her. But Ronalda would have no-one to watch out for her – other than beloved Rona, the gypsy woman.

  




  

    Deliberately Starlena dwelt on all things comforting, forcing out of her mind those thoughts which saddened and frightened her – and as God was her witness, there had been too many of those. Far too many!

  




  

    Paramount in her recollections was Rona, not as she was now, slow and aged, but as she had been, a handsome young woman with the strength of a bull and a heart as big as the open countryside she had once called home. This  was how Starlena remembered her, the woman she had always believed to be her own flesh and blood; and who in every way had encouraged Starlena, first as a child, then as girl and woman, to believe that she too was of the dark gypsy blood, and that Rona was her own true mother. In all those eventful years, there had been no call for Starlena to think otherwise.

  




  

    Life had been wonderful, an exciting adventure that could never end. Until the truth of Starlena’s birth and background became a threat to her very life. At this point, the free spirit became the hunted, and the nightmare began.

  




  

    Starlena thought on the story revealed to her only in the final moments of inevitable tragedy. And even though Rona had deceived her for a lifetime, she must still think of her as her own mother, for the love between them had been forged stronger than any blood-ties. Now, as she was drawn into a strange restless sleep, Starlena recalled how Rona had explained the untoward circumstances which had led to a lone gypsy-woman taking Starlena the newborn child to raise as her own.

  




  

    In remembering how it had been, and the events which followed it, it was to Rona that her heart went out.

  




  




  

     Part Two

  




  

    1898

  




  

     Starlena born

  




  

    

      

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 


      




      

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 


      




      

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 


      
















































































































































































































































































‘Our life is turned out of her course Wherever man is made . . .’

    




    

      Wordsworth











































































































































































































































































    

    


  




  




  

    Chapter Two

  




  

    ‘You’ve med a few bob then, Leum, you ol’ bugger!’ The big man gave a weary groan as he straightened up from the cluttered space beneath the market stall. From here he withdrew a wooden crate, then with his free hand he tipped back his chequered flat cap, mopped the glistening sweat from his brow and grinned a broad toothless grin. ‘Every blessed week, I fotch                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             my











































































































































































































































































 vegetables to market and you fotch yourn. An’ sure as the sun’ll come up tomorrow, at the end o’ the day                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             I’m











































































































































































































































































 left wi’ crates o’ stuff to trundle back ’ome – an’ you’re sold out to the last parsnip. I’m telling you, Leum – you shall ’ave to give us yer secret afore we’re all made bloody paupers!’ Swinging the crate up onto a neat display of prime cabbages, he rammed his two sizeable fists into the depths of his overall pockets, leaned back against the stall and let out a great earth-shattering roar of laughter, the gusto of which caught the attention of the few market-traders still loading their unsold goods onto flat-wagons. One man in particular, no more than a few feet away from the fat man, not so engrossed in harnessing up his faithful old horse that he hadn’t been made aware of the conversation, laughed also.

  




  

    Pausing in his labours the fat man nodded towards the lean brown-haired man with dark intense eyes, the man called Leum. Then, smiling warmly at the olive-skinned  woman attired in a long flowing dress of dark material, her black hair tucked into a gypsy-type blue linen square and her whole manner showing her impatience to be off, he said in his light-hearted way, ‘There’s yer secret, Leum, wouldn’t you say? Sitting up on yon cart – that magnificent wife o’ yourn. By! What a woman to ’ave working alongside you, eh? Better than any man when it comes to tilling the ground an’ persuading the earth to give of its best – an’ there’s nary a soul to touch ’er when it comes to horses! Knows their ways like the back of ’er hand, she does. An’ wi’ folks going to no other when they’re in need o’ buying a new horse or pairing off a mare – why, I reckon you’ve got a bloody goldmine in yon woman!’ Smiling into the woman’s eyes, he said in a quieter voice, ‘You’re a grand eye-catching creature, Rona Parrish – an’ no mistake!’

  




  

    ‘An’ you’re a man wi’ too much of a roving eye for the women, fat Joe!’ the woman retorted with a twinkling smile. ‘’Appen I should let yer wife know of yer randy ways, eh? Yer a for’ard bugger, that ye are!’ On the last word she broke into a soft laugh and shaking her dark head plied her attention to the old cob up front, who was beginning to fret from the waiting.

  




  

    ‘All the same, Leum’s a fortunate man, an’ if I didn’t know that the rascal treated both you and the bairn like the jewels you are – well, I’d ’ave the pair of you away, you can reckon on that!’ the fat man insisted.

  




  

    ‘Oh aye! Happen so, but it’d need to be over my dead body, you old sod!’ Leum called out with equal good nature. Then, climbing onto the cart beside his wife, he looked away from the men who, quietly laughing, had already returned their attention to loading up their unsold wares.

  




  

    For a long moment Leum Parrish sat quiet, looking into  his wife’s smiling face and taking stock of her. She was not beautiful, for her face was too large and her lips too thin. Her dark skin was too weathered by the elements they both must needs fight, and her clothes were not fanciful or flattering – for how could fine garments be suited to drawing out a living from the earth, or breaking in a filly possessed with the spirit of a mountain lion! No, his Rona was not of the beauty such men might seek; although there was indeed a handsomeness about her that struck the heart, her teeth being even and startlingly white, and her large dark eyes having depths that seemed to magnetize a body. Strange also, how those eyes had that same effect on the horses she handled. Yes, there was a degree of magic about his woman, and he loved her fiercely!

  




  

    Stirring beneath her husband’s loving gaze, Rona was moved to reach out her hand, clasping long strong fingers over his work-worn fist. She too loved with a fierceness which sometimes frightened her, for to love so immensely and with all of one’s being, was a dangerous thing! It swelled up inside you, sucking in every other emotion until there was nothing left but this consuming and wonderful love, without which there would be nothing left but a great empty void.

  




  

    For now, though, Rona’s life was complete. It was a hard life, yes – but while she had Leum; and now a beautiful girl-child of such tender age that she had not yet been given a name, Rona wanted nothing more.

  




  

    Without words, the two of them kept their gaze locked each into the other, the love which moved them alight in their eyes. Bending to kiss her, Leum would have lingered, but Rona spoke now, saying, ‘Will you take the reins, Leum? I’ll check the bairn afore we move off.’

  




  

    As he did so, she slid down from the high seat on the  front of the cart, and in a moment was on her knees beside a small wooden cradle, this securely wedged behind the flat panel situated beneath the seat. With great tenderness, Rona reached her hand into the cradle and with careful fingers lifted the cover from the sleeping child’s face. The girl-child was beautiful! Although only a few weeks old, already her black hair was inches long, and when for a fleeting moment she opened her eyes, they were of the same dark colouring as her mother’s.

  




  

    ‘Ssh, my bairn,’ whispered Rona, waiting to see the eyes closed again in sleep before softly replacing the cover. Then she climbed into her place and with Leum keeping the rein they started the old grey cob away from the Blackburn market and out upon the long tiring journey which would take them home. The familiar route would lead them through the district of Church, then on over the hills to the outer fringes of Shillington Hamlet, where stood the smallholding of twenty acres which they had rented these past fifteen years, ever since Rona had turned her back on a gypsy culture she had passionately loved. And all for a gorgio, a man who knew nothing of the gypsy way of life. But if Rona had a passion for the wandering ways of her ancestors, it was as nothing compared to the intensity of her adoration of this man. She had come to him as an innocent young girl and for fifteen years had toiled beside him, giving him everything a man could ask – loyalty, comradeship, comfort and love. Yet the one thing needed to make their joy in each other complete was ever elusive, until in the summer of her thirtieth year Rona had conceived the child they both longed for. And when in this year of Our Lord 1898, on a blustery bitter day in February, the little miracle had come into the world screaming her protest, Rona knew  that whatever happened for the rest of her life,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             nothing











































































































































































































































































 would compare with the magnitude of emotion which had rushed through her – and which to this day she could not recall without the greatest feeling of humility.

  




  

    Somewhere in the distance a clock struck five, prompting Leum to say, ‘I should wrap that there blanket about yer legs, my beauty. It’ll be late afore we get ’ome – an’ this March wind’s striking a bit chilly!’ He gripped both reins into one hand as with the other he collected a rough grey blanket from the floor between his legs. Gathering it onto her lap, he instructed, ‘Tuck it well over, lass. Don’t want you catching pneumonia!’

  




  

    Rona did as he bade, for she knew only too well that they would feel the bitter cold winds once they were headed out of Blackburn and onto the exposed open road. And as she wrapped the blanket around her own legs, so she covered Leum’s; after which she drew herself up tight to him. Now so close to him that the warmth of their bodies merged, she laid her head on his shoulder and hoped they might get safely home before the dark set in.

  




  

    It was over an hour later, as Leum drove the old cob on over the moors, that the black, fancy brougham came speeding towards him from round a blind narrow bend, the large bay horse pushed hard and flaring at the nostrils, forcing Leum up and into the bank.

  




  

    Rona cursed, and would have turned to shake her fist at the high-born lady inside. But Leum chided her, shook his head and remarked, ‘They’re gentry, my beauty. ’Appen down from the rush o’ London an’ don’t know no better!’ Then, slapping the reins gently against the old cob’s rump to drive him on, he added with a chuckle, ‘Let’s be thankful it weren’t one o’ them new-fangled motor-car contraptions! Old Treach from the market was telling me  a while back that they’ve done away wi’ the red flag, an’ raised the speed limit to fourteen miles an hour! Can you credit that, my beauty? Fourteen miles an hour! Won’t be long afore                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             nobody’s











































































































































































































































































 safe on the roads, I’m tellin’ yer!’

  




  

    Rona made no acknowledgement, being too incensed at the incident. Now, after quickly checking that the child was safe, she gave an angry toss of her dark head and made a sharp retort.

  




  

    ‘Ach! You’re too easy, Leum Parrish! Allus ready to turn the other cheek!’ Her temper, however, was swiftly subdued by the patient smile on his kindly face, and laughing aloud she snuggled herself back into the warmth of his body. ‘Aye! Too easy altogether, my man!’ she murmured with affection.

  




  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 


  




  

    Kathleen Wyman descended from the carriage, her cheeks flushed from the haste of these last few miles in a long and tedious journey from London. She regretted the near-collision with the horse and cart back there on the road, but an hour from home she had felt the unborn child quickening inside her. Fearing its untimely arrival in the middle of nowhere, with only the driver to give assistance, she had been panic-stricken to get to the relative safety of her home – although even the prospect of returning to Accrington and Bessington Hall gave small comfort, in the light of her husband’s increasing possessiveness and the subsequent inevitable rows that caused.

  




  

    Now, straightening her aching back, she turned to face the house, a great sprawling residence, whose whole structure was bound together by monstrous wooden beams which, at the four gables, created an attractive criss-cross design. The chimneys were numerous, grouped into sets of four and topped by heavy decorative collars which seemed  to curl outwards like flowers on the verge of opening. There were bay windows made up of small leaded panes, which trapped and reflected what remained of the light of a dull March day. Nestling up to the staunch stone walls and stretching invading fingers across the windows, were many spreading shrubs and creeping ivy. Like a bright green carpet, the curved lawns spread either side of the house and across its front, skirting the broad gravelled drive and walkway to the entrance, which in itself was a beautifully constructed archway, adorned overhead by substantial fluted strips of stone, and approached up a curving flight of some eight wide steps.

  




  

    For a moment longer, the lady of the house gazed upon this magnificent dwelling, thinking how like a prison it had become of late. And all the while she was mentally preparing for the inquisition which she sensed was imminent. By no stretch of the imagination could she be described as a strong-willed woman, as she herself would be the first to admit.

  




  

    With a deep sigh, she squared her shoulders, gathered the flowing taffeta skirt into two hands, dismissed the driver and the carriage to the stables and took herself across the gravelled forecourt, up the steps, then on through the great wooden doors and into the panelled hallway. Here she paused just long enough to take off her waist-jacket and bonnet, which she handed to the maid who had rushed to greet her; then her large round eyes looking into the oval mirror above, she patted neat the coiled loops of black hair piled high on her head, after which she went with nervous steps into the drawing-room, where she knew her husband would be impatiently waiting. The elaborately panelled room was his favourite, a quiet place encumbered with great lumbering furniture of dark  oak. It was not a room which Kathleen liked. But it was a refuge of sorts for her husband – the ‘den’ where he did most of his thinking.

  




  

    As the door opened to admit his wife, Edward Wyman got up from the deep brown leather armchair, where for the best part of the day he had been brooding, incensed by the effrontery of his wife in disobeying his orders. Going now to the fireplace, he stood before the flames, looking down into them just long enough for his wife to shut the door behind her. Then, upon the click of its closing, he swung round to face her, his dark blue eyes almost iridescent in their fury. Drawing himself up to his full considerable height, he stuck out his barrel chest, stroked the thick brown beard which covered the lower half of his face, and in a low heavy voice he hissed the word, ‘Well!’ instantly drawing his lips tightly together and with his large hand snatching undone the small bow-tie at his neck, all the while with his eyes riveted on his wife’s anxious face.

  




  

    Kathleen Wyman folded her hands before her in a nervous gesture, and try as she might to dispel the feeling she could not. She was afraid! Beneath the hostile glare of those unwavering eyes, she                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             was











































































































































































































































































 afraid! He could do that to her. And he knew it. This husband of hers who would also be her jailer and who had kept her buckled down in all the twenty years of their marriage – he was no fool. He had long discovered that the love she had borne him in the early years had withered away soon after the birth of their only son, Redford, now eighteen, a man ready to be shaped in the hard ways of his father – and already showing the same unyielding, domineering traits in his character, although, unlike his father, he had not yet learned to exploit their full potential. Of the two men, Kathleen recoiled more  from her husband, for he, like a predator, fed on the weakness in her.

  




  

    Edward Wyman was a man of little forgiveness, unable to tolerate in others any shortcomings excluded from his own nature. He came of hard and arrogant stock. His father had won a knighthood – an honour which ceased when he himself did, but in any case Edward Wyman would neither have wanted a title nor have worn it well. For the better part of his adult life he had been a doctor – a good doctor it was said – but now early retired from it since his father’s demise some four years back. No, such a man as he had no need of titles nor of the privileges that went with them. His diverse interests did not embrace political matters. His great abiding passion was the inheritance of extensive land and property situated in the outer parish of Accrington, Lancashire. Oh, there was money too – a substantial fortune by                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             anyone’s











































































































































































































































































 standards! But that in itself was not of paramount importance, because money begets money, seeming to look after itself and multiplying by the hour. Whereas the land needed attention lavished upon it. And if Edward Wyman starved his family of love and tenderness, he did not stint of it where his land was concerned. One thousand acres of finest prime earth! He coveted it, as he did the magnificent mansion, which had been the Wyman ancestral home for close on three hundred years.

  




  

    With his vast inheritance had come certain responsibilities: a community comprising of a scattered village and isolated hamlets, some eighty cottages in all, these tenanted by the employees of Bessington Hall and kept in good condition under the eagle eye of Edward Wyman himself; as was the land, which was superbly maintained. Edward Wyman was renowned for being a  man of meticulous and rigid habit, a man not afraid of hard work and who expected the same of his men. In return he paid them well and kept their homes in good repair. The men for their part respected him for the employer he was – hard, demanding and brutally forthright; his greatest failing was his possessive nature – of his men, his heritage, and more obsessively, of his wife, the lovely timid Kathleen. There his jealousy bordered on madness itself. It was said that the greatest irritant to him was the age difference between them, Kathleen now thirty-six and he some twelve years older. In spite of her assurances to the contrary, he would insist that she felt attracted to men nearer her own age – one in particular. This was a man by the name of Durnley, a lawyer based in London, and on whom Edward Wyman had called from time to time in the course of business transactions. Not any more, though! Not for some time now – since he had come to suspect the man’s blatant attraction to his wife, and she doing nothing to discourage him. All along his wife had denied it. But, by God, he’d get to the bottom of it and no mistake!

  




  

    ‘Answer me, woman! Have you nothing to say?’ he demanded now, his mounting fury exploding on his last words and seeming to carry him forward physically until his face was no more than inches from his wife’s anxious features.

  




  

    ‘What would you have me say?’ she asked, surprised at the calm in her voice when all inside her was trembling. Oh, how she prayed that this child she carried might be a girl – for the Edward Wymans of this world had little time for the female of the species, while she herself would                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             dote











































































































































































































































































 on a girl-child – she would make amends for her  unappealing son and make it her business to raise this child in the knowledge of graciousness. Her daughter would be a lovely, noble creature – unselfish and loving of spirit! Kathleen Wyman had promised herself so and having done that, there seemed little else to live for.

  




  

    For now, surprisingly, she did not flinch beneath her husband’s anger. Indeed, as Edward Wyman stared long and hard on her dark beauty, his own face a study of suspicion, it was                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             he











































































































































































































































































 who first turned away. Now, throwing his fists together behind his back, he crossed to the great open fireplace, his manner deliberate and menacing. Here he paused, his broad back to his wife and his bright downcast eyes piercing to the heart of the flames. In the silence of the ensuing few moments, when the only interruption was the dull rhythmic ticking of the majestic old grandfather clock which stood against the long casement windows like an appointed sentry marking the passing of time, Kathleen Wyman would have left the room, hopeful – yet perhaps not fully convinced – that the master of the house had said his last word on the matter.

  




  

    Yet even as the thought crossed her mind, he seemed aware of it, for without turning round, he again spoke, this time in a thick flat voice which instantly quickened the anxiety in Kathleen Wyman’s heart – for she knew of old that such a tone of voice must herald the furore to come.

  




  

    ‘Stay where you are! I have                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             not











































































































































































































































































 yet dismissed you.’ Now he turned. Sucking in a breath which flared his nostrils and swelled his chest to frightening proportions, he said in the same level voice, ‘I want the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             truth











































































































































































































































































! This tale I was told about you taking yourself off to London to consult a physician – was it not all lies? A pack of lies! Presumably to throw me off the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             real











































































































































































































































































 reason – and that being one devious solicitor by the name of Durnley!’ At this point  his breathing had quickened and his eyes were like two searchlights which now fixed themselves on to the woman’s pale features, as though to force out some manner of confession which would satisfy his dark suspicions. ‘Well I’m waiting! You took yourself off to London to see this fellow, Durnley! You have no need of any doctor but me – there is no better, I can assure you. And well you know it. So! We’ll have the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             truth











































































































































































































































































 – for you’ll not leave this room until I have your admission!’

  




  

    In the face of her husband’s mood, Kathleen Wyman instinctively knew better than to argue. It was true – she had                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             not











































































































































































































































































 gone to consult any physician, for she felt secure in the knowledge that when her time came, both she                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             and











































































































































































































































































 the child could not do better than be entrusted to Edward, whose medical skills were well known and who excelled in the practice of delivering life into the world.

  




  

    The truth was that she had felt the need to get away from here – if only for a day and a night. And yes, she                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             had











































































































































































































































































 spoken with George Durnley. That had been her main reason for taking the uncomfortable trip to London. Their discussion had been strictly professional, concerning, as it did, the possibility of her seeking first a legal separation from Edward Wyman, then hopefully a divorce. These very matters had been paramount in her thoughts for a long time now – postponed only by the state of her pregnancy, and the anxiety that she should not lose her newborn babe to him. When she finally went from this house, it would be with the child in her arms. And she would take any measure necessary to keep it from his clutches!

  




  

    Thinking now on the child inside her, Kathleen Wyman found a measure of courage which surprised her. Facing squarely the man before her, she said, ‘Very well, I did                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              not











































































































































































































































































 go to see any physician. You were right. But if you entertain notions of some                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             romantic











































































































































































































































































 alliance between Mr Durnley and myself you are                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             not











































































































































































































































































 right – you are very much mistaken. And if I do have occasion to consult a man of his profession –                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             any











































































































































































































































































 man employed so – then I have every right to do so!’ This had been the very first time she had stood up to her husband’s bullying, and somewhat shaken by the experience, Kathleen seemed to shrink visibly. But spurred on by the thought of her child and the not too distant prospect of their escape from this unbending man, she stood her ground and waited, for she knew that her outburst would surely unleash that vicious temper of his – a black consuming passion over which, of late, he had little control.

  




  

    As the row raged on, she was thankful at least that with the exception of an ageing cook, one maid, together with two orphans, Freya Judd and her younger brother, Lester, the servants had been dismissed for the weekend. As for Redford, the son she had already lost to his father’s ways, no doubt he would be hidden away in some safe corner, unable and unwilling to come to her aid.

  




  

    Upstairs, a slim fair-haired young man in all his nakedness gave a moan of impatience as with swift angry strides he rose from his large comfortable four-poster bed and went to the window which he pulled tight to close out both the noise and the dusk. Then he crossed the richly patterned carpet to the door, and closed that also – all in an effort to shut out the angry voices of his parents. He had been somewhat amused by his mother’s retaliation and defence of herself – for as a rule, on such occasions, it was his father’s voice that prevailed.

  




  

    Having effectively banished the intrusion that threatened to curb his enjoyment, Redford Wyman returned to  his immense bed, and to the source of his present pleasure. This was an attractive young woman with light brown hair and hard green eyes, who, being in her twentieth year, was some two years older than her master’s son.

  




  

    For a long moment Redford Wyman stood by the bed, his narrow blue eyes greedily roving the taut nakedness of the woman lying on the softness of his sheets, a woman of insatiable passions, a woman who made love with more vigour than all his previous gentle females put together! She was a woman of rough and ready stock who gave him a deal of fornication – the like of which he would not get elsewhere. Freya Judd was an eager giver who knew just what was wanted and who had so far asked for nothing in return. She was for the moment a plaything, a vessel of amusement which, when he had taken his fill, could easily be discarded!

  




  

    Stooping now, he spread out the fingers of his right hand and gently stroked the tips of her small stiff breasts, then ran down over the firmness of her abdomen and finally, with the greatest tantalization, he let the tips of his fingers creep between the soft whiteness of her inner thighs. Then when her whole body was trembling and her eyes pleading with him, he lowered himself onto the bed, where in a moment he had slithered into her open nakedness, his low whispers growing quickly feverish. The two were now one, each devouring the other. In his exquisite anguish, the man called out her name over and over. ‘Freya . . .                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Freya
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    Downstairs, the noise had abruptly ceased. There was a long painful measure of silence, which weighed upon the air far more ominously than had the fury of angry attacking voices. Then there came the soft thud of a door being thrust back, immediately followed by the muffled sound of hurrying footsteps. And in another moment, the  authoritative voice of Edward Wyman demanded ‘Freya! Where the hell are you, woman? Freya! Freya!’

  




  

    In the throes of her mounting ecstasy, it took a moment for Freya Judd to distinguish the one voice from the other – both urgent, both calling her name! Alarmed lest she be caught in such a situation, she began arching her back in an effort to throw the heaving sweating body from her, all the while protesting, ‘Let me up! It’s the master wanting me!’

  




  

    Came the reply, ‘                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            I











































































































































































































































































 want you! Hold on to me, you wonderful little whore!’ And in the grip of a man swept along in spite of himself, her own strength was as nothing. At last, his energy spent and his ardour temporarily subdued, Redford’s body lay limp against her. This was her chance. And, with Edward Wyman’s voice both increasingly urgent and dangerously closer, she would have lost no time in getting from the bed and, after barely taking time to dress, from that room. But before she could disengage herself from the man’s enclosing arms, the door was flung open. And there, his formidable form filling the doorway, was the master of the house.

  




  

    In a moment he had weighed up the situation. And in another he was across the room and standing by the bed, fury blazing in his eyes which now surveyed the two naked bodies.

  




  

    It started in the base of his throat, at first a humming sound which quickly grew until it exploded into a roar, which put the fear of God into the woman. ‘Tramps! The pair of you – nothing but tramps!’ In a swift movement, he had grabbed his son by the hair and hauling him from the bed, he yelled, ‘Get yourself                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             out











































































































































































































































































 of my sight!’ To the trembling woman, he instructed, ‘Get dressed! Your mistress is in need of you!’ When she hesitated, he leaned forward to  say in a controlled yet seething voice, ‘                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            Now











































































































































































































































































, I say!’ Then, with a brief and cursory glance at his son who, humiliated and enraged, was hurriedly dressing, murmuring the while ‘Sanctimonious bastard’, he hissed, ‘Take yourself where I won’t need to look at you!’ Then he stormed from the room, slamming the door behind him with such force that it shook a painting from the wall, bringing it crashing to the floor just inches from the bare feet of Redford Wyman.

  




  

    In the wake of his father’s departure, there was a silence, during which Freya Judd got from the bed and in a matter of minutes had dressed and was on her way out of the door, saying, ‘’Appen the mistress has started early with child.’ Then, seeing Redford Wyman pulling on the last of his garments, his mouth drawn shut in a tight thin line and his jaws working with temper, she gave a small cruel laugh. ‘Aw! Did Daddy come an’ spoil your fun?’ She was no longer concerned to talk with the respect a man of this house might command, for she had no doubt that the minute her mistress had been made comfortable, she herself would be sent packing and no mistake.

  




  

    Freya Judd hurried along the broad, galleried landing lined with ancestral portraits which always caused her to shiver, past the array of rooms kept for guests, then on to the west wing and Kathleen Wyman’s rooms, where she found her mistress lying atop the frilled and valanced four-poster bed, already in early labour and desperate for her company.

  




  

    Out in the courtyard, Edward Wyman had summoned the coachman from his room above the stables. On hearing his suspicions confirmed – ‘Yes, the mistress                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             had











































































































































































































































































 paid a visit to Kensington and a Mr Durnley -’ he swept off to do as his instincts directed. As he made his way across the courtyard and back to the main house, his son emerged  from it, the whip in his hand repeatedly slashing against the leather of his riding boot and his face set in a scowl like granite. As the two men passed within inches of each other, not a glance was exchanged, not a word was spoken. Each was preoccupied with a fury that must break out in its own particular way.

  




  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 


  




  

    ‘Whoa there, me beauty! Steady on yer!’ Leum Parrish carefully eased back the reins, calming the old cob which was swerving at the unexpected dash of a small furry creature across the path.

  




  

    Pulling horse and cart to a standstill, Leum looked at his woman, and seeing that she was not far from sleep, he clapped a reassuring hand over her knee, saying in a gentle voice, ‘Tired, are yer, flower? Well, we sharn’t be too long afore we’re ’ome. I’ll not be mekkin’ this trip to Blackburn too often, I’m thinking! It’s a long old trek, an’ I don’t like keepin’ you an’ the babby out on these roads after dark.’ As he spoke, he surveyed the sparse open scrubland and the shrubby, dangerously steep incline not a man’s length from where he stood. With a shrug of his shoulders he draped the long reins twice about the upright brake in front of the driving seat. Then without further ado, he clambered down to the ground, where in a moment he had snatched from the rear of the wagon, two large lanterns, each with glass all round and with a hook projecting from the dome at the top. These he placed at the wagon’s edge. Quickly now, he fumbled deep into the pocket of his jacket, from which he presently extracted a box of matches, and opening the box, he took out a match which he struck against the steel rim surrounding the wagon. Twice he tried, growing increasingly impatient as the keen March wind briskly extinguished the small  bright flame. Taking out a third, he bent low to protect it and this time when the match was struck, he at once cupped his free hand round the flare which spat and sizzled. ‘Open the flap, Rona,’ he asked of his bemused wife, who had followed his antics with great interest. Losing no time, she leaned across the seat and reaching down, swung wide the glass panel in the lantern’s side, holding it open against the blustering wind as Leum fed the lighted match to the paraffin-soaked wick. In a matter of seconds, the wick began sucking the flame into itself, spluttering and dancing until finally it steadied, to throw out a dull yellow circle of light.

  




  

    With the match all but burned down, Leum Parrish blew it out, at the same time closing the lantern door. Before starting the same procedure with the remaining lantern he asked, ‘Will you take this one to the front, Rona, gel? Hook it onto the for’ard shaft. But mind you secure it well,’ he added as she took the lantern by its hook and climbing down to the ground went to the front of the wagon.

  




  

    At his remark she told him in mock chastisement, ‘Go on with you, husband. What? I’ve                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             forgotten











































































































































































































































































 the number o’ times I’ve fastened a lantern to this ’ere shaft. I’m not likely to go swinging it fro’ the old cob’s earhole now, am I, eh?’

  




  

    At this, the two of them burst out laughing, Leum Parrish loving the woman for her sharp tongue and blessing the day that had brought her to him. A real deep-cultured gypsy girl she’d been, he reminded himself, fetched up and steeped in the tradition of her forefathers. She had often since longed for the gypsy life, loving it with heart and soul. But thank the Lord she had loved him more, and over the years the two of them had come to cherish the same things, each finding a need inside filled by their work with the soil,  and taking immense pleasure from God’s wild and open countryside, which they had come to know and respect.

  




  

    As Rona set to with the task of securing the lantern to the forward shaft, Leum made his way towards the rear, his steps cautious because of the failing light and the chasm that yawned not far from where he trod.

  




  

    It was Rona’s heightened sense of hearing that first picked up the sound – a dull rhythmic thumping sound which reverberated along the ground where she stood, its vibrant urgency trembling through her body and raising in her an acute sense of alarm. Closer and closer it came until Rona’s fear erupted in a warning cry and taking to her heels she began the seemingly endless journey around the wagon, to where her man was busy at his task.

  




  

    ‘Leum!’ she cried in a frantic voice. ‘Leum!’ Her outstretched arms already reached for the small wooden cot which held her child. Then in the space of a single heartbeat, all hell was let loose as Leum turned towards the sound of a fast approaching horse, his arms thrown up in a desperate effort to defend himself, the fear of God alight in his wide-open eyes.

  




  

    Redford Wyman had left the big house in a fury, the passion of which had not yet abated. So engrossed had he been in his own vengeful thoughts as he turned the stallion loose upon the road, that in the half-light he had not seen the stationary wagon. Even now, he was not aware of its presence until, when it was all too late, he was upon it. With a tremendous roar, he heaved on the reins, driving the steel bit hard into the fleshy sides of the horse’s foaming mouth, drawing blood and causing the creature to rear onto its hind legs, its front hoofs crashing down into Leum Parrish’s skull.

  




  

    As his lifeless body slumped, the hoofs came down again  and again, beating him into the ground. Pandemonium reigned. Rona’s screams startled both horse and rider, and the two surged forward past the wagon. Sheer terror seemed to instil a great strength into the woman. But even as she swung the child from its cot and would have it safe in her arms, the old cob panicked and plunged forward. The violence of the movement threw the woman to the ground and tossed the crying child high into the air, its tiny body helpless. Its pitiful wail stopped abruptly as it thudded back onto the fast-moving wagon.

  




  

    After her moment of blind panic, during which time Redford Wyman made good his escape, Rona scrambled to her feet and stumbled hysterically after the speeding wagon, then watched in anguish as the terrified old cob galloped away, all the while fighting to throw the shackles from its back until finally in a frenzied fit, it broke apart the shaft tethering it to the cumbersome vehicle. With the cob free and bolting, the wagon spun on its axle and catapulted off the road and down into the valley below.

  




  

    Rona scrambled to the top of the incline, her tear-blinded eyes peering down into the place below and her loud convulsive sobs pitiful to hear. ‘Oh, Leum!’ she cried. ‘Leum, Leum – see what they’ve done to our babby!’ Losing sight of the falling wagon as it tumbled and crashed against the tree stumps and boulders, she fell to her knees on the stony ground where, burying her head in her hands, she was engulfed by long tearing sobs. If she had thought for one moment she might have saved her child by scrambling down that bottomless pit, nothing this side of Hell would have kept her from doing so. But she had seen the cot, repeatedly clashed against the rocks – its contents tossed and mangled. And every instinct in her body told her that it was done! The child was no more.

  




  

    On weary feet and in desolation she made a hasty road back to her man, Leum; half-walking, half-running, fearful of what she might find, yet knowing full well what awaited her – for hadn’t she still got the violent image etched on her mind, of the horse’s flailing hooves tearing into her poor man’s flesh time after time?

  




  

    Now, when she came upon him, his arms were pathetically outstretched – one hand beneath the shattered lantern and the other twisted and broken where he had raised it in self-defence. On his blood-spattered face was a look of surprise, his wide-open eyes set in a glazed expression which seemed to be looking straight at her, tearing the very heart from her breast. For a long full moment she gazed down on him, her vision blurred by the scalding tears which ran unheeded down her face and into the worn crevices of her weathered neck. After the noise and confusion of so short a time ago, the silence all about them was eerie; save for a shrill call of alarm from some disturbed bird, and Rona’s murmuring voice which even though little more than a whisper, echoed from every side.

  




  

    ‘Oh, Leum! Dear God in Heaven, what’s become of us?’ Now, she was down beside him, the blue linen square stripped from her head to wipe his face, and his broken, bleeding body clasped tight in her arms and held tenderly against her heart. Closing the lids over his startled eyes, she rocked him to and fro, all the while raining kisses on him and speaking reassuring words in the manner of a lover.

  




  

    As the night closed in around them, Rona made no move. Here was her man, a                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             good











































































































































































































































































 man – a man she would love till the end of time. And she would not leave him! No, she would not leave him alone in the wild, in the dark. She would stay with him until help came for them both!

  




  




  

     Chapter Three

  




  

    The next day was Sunday. The wind had fallen to a light breeze. Already the air was impregnated with the scent and promise of a wonderful spring. And on this day, in the small early hours, they brought home the bodies of Leum Parrish and the infant he idolized.

  




  

    When the poachers came across Rona huddled in the road, they feared they had stumbled on                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             two











































































































































































































































































 corpses, for the woman was as stiff and cold as the man she held so frantically in her arms! Having been about their successful business in the dark hours, Jack and Abe were wending their way home and, dressed as they were, with strings of rabbits and a fine stout salmon hanging from their belts, their haste along the road was made to compete with the rising of the sun – already pushing its glowing forehead above the rim of the hills. Yet, even in fear of the ever-watchful gamekeepers round these parts, they did not hesitate to throw off the profits of a good night’s work to linger at the spot where such a dreadful accident had taken place. All along the road had been evidence of such an accident – splintered pieces of wood and iron, splashes of blood and deep jagged marks made by a horse’s iron shoes as it careered dangerously close to the edge of a precipice – at the bottom of which could now be seen the shattered remains of what had been a wagon.

  




  

    Fearful that there might be others injured, one brave poacher set about comforting the shocked woman, persuading her to give up her burden and wrap herself in the warm tweed jacket he offered, while the other began a descent to where the wagon had come to rest. Using all his hard-earned and dubious skills, he had wended a way on careful feet, using shrub, outcrops and crevices to take him inch by inch down the steep and craggy incline.

  




  

    Some time later, after he had climbed out of the depths, he came to where the two figures sat on a grassy tuft at the road-side; the third being at their feet and covered over by his own smock. When in all reverence the poacher came to unbutton his jacket and take from it the small bundle nearest his heart, the woman was instantly on her feet. She clutched the child to her breast. Its little head lolled at an angle where, perhaps even before the wagon had gone over, its delicate neck had been snapped. When all at once the enormity of her terrible loss swamped her, Rona buried her dark head in her small daughter’s face and cried as though her heart would break. Grown, hardened men though they were, the two poachers cried with her. And these same two thieves of the night saw Rona and her family home – a makeshift litter carrying her husband, her child held tight in her own weary arms.

  




  

    Word had spread fast of the terrible accident that had taken Rona Parrish’s good husband, Leum, and the child not yet two weeks old! And during the long unforgettable Sunday, when neighbours, farmers and traders alike all came to pay their respects, not once did Rona speak of the man on horseback – that fiend from hell which had brought its wrath down on her and her beloved kin. With the darkness creeping in, she had not seen his face, but she knew horses! That magnificent grey stallion would stay  forever in her mind’s eye, as vivid as the night she had seen it. The day would come when she must see it again. On that day, she would know the man – and may God take care of the consequences.

  




  

    ‘You’ve no family to give you comfort in your time of grief, Rona? a short stocky woman asked, at the same time coming to seat herself on the wicker chair by the open fire-range. ‘Neither you nor Leum?’

  




  

    ‘No,’ replied Rona, a hardness in her voice that had not been there before. Going now to the window, beneath which the undertakers had placed the coffin, Rona gazed down into it, her eyes washing over the man inside and resting for just a moment longer on the tiny dark-haired child in his arms. As she stood gazing on them both, her heart was first heavy and sorrowful – then hard and bursting with a taste for revenge. Then it was quiet and more painful than she could ever remember. How many times in all that long, long day had she told herself that she must let them go? Her heart was the heart of a gypsy, and it told her that to hold on too long to her darlings would be to keep them from entering the gates of Heaven. She                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             must











































































































































































































































































 let them go! Oh, but how? How? When they were there, filling every corner of her being and recalling the memories which were now all she                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             had











































































































































































































































































 left! Yet she had taken that first step, by arranging for them both to be taken from the house that very evening, when the good Reverend in Shillington would pray for their souls before committing them to the earth.

  




  

    Now, her head still bowed and her eyes downward cast, Rona turned to the woman and in answer to her question, said quietly, ‘No, there is no-one. Leum’s parents are long gone – there were no brothers or sisters. And                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             I











































































































































































































































































 have no-one, except my younger brother, Callum, you remember  – he last came to see us when I was first pregnant.’ Here she paused, glancing towards the window. ‘He was talking of making for America to seek his fortune. I don’t know if he ever went, but I’ve heard nothing from him these past seven months.’

  




  

    ‘I remember! Yes! Your brother Callum – a dark handsome gypsy boy as I recall?’

  




  

    Rona gave a small laugh as now she lifted her eyes to the woman’s kindly face. ‘Not a                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             boy











































































































































































































































































, I’m thinking, for Callum is past his twentieth year and should be ready for taking on a wife.’ The thought of her wayward younger brother had brought a stab of happiness to Rona’s heart. Now, as the kindly woman asked whether Rona thought that Callum                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             had











































































































































































































































































 gone off across the seas to America, Rona became deep in thought for a moment. So when she gave her answer, it was with studied conviction.

  




  

    ‘Yes! And the reason I feel sure of it is because he left his precious wagon in the barn here, for me and Leum to look after till his return. That wagon was his home! He took                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             nothing











































































































































































































































































 from it – only the strong bay gelding that pulled it here! Yes, I’m sure he’s gone across the ocean. Though whether he’ll come back rich as a noble, or poor as a beggar, I don’t know!’

  




  

    The woman stayed a while longer, eager to know whether there was anything she could do to help. Did Rona                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             need











































































































































































































































































 anything? Would she like company till they came to take Leum and the child? Was there anything anyone could do with respect to the tilling of the land, or the making of a new wagon? All of these kind considerations Rona carefully declined, saying that she would prefer to spend these last few hours alone with her family. The woman went shortly afterwards.

  




  

    In the evening, the hearse came from Shillington, and  in slow procession, Rona and the mourners walked behind it, taking some forty minutes to follow the country lanes to the small picturesque church where, in a short ceremony, prayers were offered up. After which, the two loves of Rona Parrish’s life were laid in the churchyard beneath the great sycamore tree.

  




  

    Some short time later, with everyone gone, Rona stayed awhile to say her last goodbyes, for she knew that however long she lived, she would                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             never











































































































































































































































































 be back. What Leum had given her she would cherish in her heart – there was no need of reminding. He was gone and wherever he was, their child was with him. It was                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             she











































































































































































































































































 who was alone now.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             She











































































































































































































































































 who must go on. And if Rona’s instincts told her nothing else, they told her that the strength to do just that lay not in surrounding herself with things from the past, or sweating over the soil which she and Leum had loved and fought these past wonderful years. No! If she was to find the courage and strength she needed, her gypsy heritage urged that she would find it out there in God’s own domain – in the trees, the brooks and in the song of a bird. That was where part of her had been all these years. And it was that part which surely must serve her now.

  




  

    As Rona made her way home, cutting across the fields and lingering to watch the scurryings of little creatures as they went about their daily antics, there came over her a great sense of peace – an inexplicable feeling that Leum and the child were with her. Pressured by this new experience of comfort, she quickened her pace, for there was much to be organized and little daylight left in which to do it.

  




  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 


  




  

    It was done! Every stitch and personal belonging of both Leum and the infant had been reverently gathered into  Rona’s arms, then taken into the front yard where it had been piled high and set alight. Rona watched until the last flame had died down, after which she went back into the small stone-walled cottage that had been home – no! more than that, she thought: it had been a love-nest, a place of great hardship, but also of great happiness for her and her lovely man. The like of which she would never know again!

  




  

    She forced herself to keep moving, for she knew that to stand still and dwell on what had been was to imprison herself here for the rest of her life. Leum would not have wanted that for her, of that much she was certain. Quickly now, she began cleaning the place up, dusting, and polishing until everything in the cottage positively gleamed – the brass ornaments over the mantelpiece, the fender around the open fireplace, and the few items of furniture crafted out of thick weathered oak. That done, she closed every door and window, locking the front door as she left and, hanging the big iron key on a nail in the outer door-frame. This was a sure sign to the farmer that she was gone for good. Aye! The locked door would tell of her departure from this place. As would the barn-doors, which she had also closed and bolted. The farmer would be round for his rent as usual in two days’ time – being the last day of March – so fetching out the calfskin purse from the pocket of her long flounced skirt, she withdrew three large silver coins from it and placed them beneath the boot-scraper by the door. He knew the place and would find what was owed to him! If Rona had been so gifted, she would have left him a note. But as a child she had never learned to read and write and then with Leum versed in such matters, there had not been the need. However, the farmer would read the signs, particularly when he saw  that her brother’s gypsy wagon was gone, together with the dark bay colt Leum had traded for her last birthday, a high-spirited animal which Rona treasured. He would see also that the old cob had gone. The cob had reached home before them on the night of the accident, limping and still frightened. But after more than twenty-four hours with the colt in the field, he was now much calmer and more like his old self.

  




  

    Rona had taken nothing from the cottage – not a plate or a spoon, not a picture or a rug. Only memories, more precious than material things. One thing, though, she took from the out-house; this being a wind-up gramophone which now and then she and Leum would promise to get some musical records for, but never had. Rona had a passion for music and there might come the opportunity to make the thing sing.

  




  

    ‘Come on, me ol’ beauty,’ she murmured, having fastened the bridle about the old cob’s head and now leading him to the large barn, inside which stood her brother’s gypsy-wagon. ‘You an’ me – that’s all there is now!’ Drawing her lips tight across her teeth, she made the soft clicking noise which was familiar to him and which she hoped might give him confidence, for he might not be too easily persuaded between the shafts again.

  




  

    With unsure steps, the old cob ventured forward into the barn, his head high and nostrils flaring, his dark eyes big with fear.

  




  

    ‘There’s a good ’un – c’mon, then, slow as ye like,’ persuaded Rona, not forcing his head but letting him set the pace. ‘See that?’ she said in a soft soothing voice, bringing him to a halt some eight feet from the wagon, ‘that there’s gonna be our home from now on, d’you see? You an’ me – well, we’ve to mek a new life  now.’ For a fleeting moment her voice faltered and she lowered her head. Then reminding herself of her resolve to look only to the future, she threw her chin up and set her shoulders with renewed determination, her dark eyes roving over the wagon, its very presence giving her a strange degree of contentment. ‘’Tis a beauty, wouldn’t ye say?’ she murmured half to herself, half to the old cob. ‘A real beauty!’ she said again, taking pleasure from its familiar decorations.

  




  

    As though seeming to understand what she was saying, the old grey cob dropped his head and together he and the woman walked slowly round the wagon, taking in every glorious detail.

  




  

    Callum himself had made it out of good strong elm, seasoned well and thick as a man’s fist. It had been built in the traditional way: shaped into almost a perfect circle, yet pulled in flat at its base to form the floor. The large and only window was situated at the rear and was a pretty jutting bay design, decorated all round with deeply scalloped carvings and having the centre window fixed, while the two side ones were able to be opened wide. The cherry-red curtains with bulbous silk tassels were of good quality, having been given to Rona’s brother by a lady of means. At the front was a door of stable appearance: solid at the bottom, the top half being a windowed section which could be swung out independently of the lower half and latched to the wagon timbers. Here too were the same cherry-red curtains.

  




  

    The whole thing was painted brown, and festooned over every inch of its body – wheels and shaft alike – were myriads of tiny painted shell-like patterns, all in a light cream colour. All around the rims, back, front and wheels, were red and black flowers, these snaking along the very  edges of all jutting and prominent parts, to fetch the whole wonderful wagon alive. The same patterns were all over the inside of the wagon also, although on the larger panels round the bed, cupboards and stove area, could be seen the most vivid and magnificently painted horses’ heads – here one done in speckled grey colour, and another in the blackest bay; this one obviously the proud thicker-set head of a stallion! Rona loved it, for it had the same large flashing eyes and straight alert ears as had her own spirited colt, Nero.

  




  

    Drawing the old cob to a halt, she came to stand before him, her dark eyes looking deep into his. ‘I’m glad I’ve got you an’ Nero,’ she said quietly, gently moving the flat of her hand up and down his watchful face. ‘We can all look after each other, eh?’ she finished, at the same time nuzzling her face against his nose and stretching both arms about his great broad neck.

  




  

    With his trust and confidence now restored, the cob gave no resistance as Rona harnessed him up and strapped him between the shafts. In a matter of minutes, she had drawn horse and wagon from the barn and secured the door. After collecting the colt, which she haltered and roped at a comfortable walking length to the wagon’s rear, she brought the small wooden step-ladder from just inside the wagon by the door, loaded the gramophone into it, and after doing the same with some early vegetables and potatoes taken from the field, she secured the wagon door. Now she clipped the small iron driving-seat onto the platform immediately in front; then, hoisting herself up onto it, she gathered the reins in her hands, took one last lingering look around and with a ‘Hup! Hup, me beauty!’ she was gently away down the lane, the old cob up front, the colt behind. And never a look back!

  




  




  

    Chapter Four

  




  

    ‘Oh, ma’am! Just think – there’ll be a baby soon!’ Freya Judd turned away from her mistress, dipped the flannel once more into the bowl, squeezed out the surplus cold water and after flattening it with the palm of her hand, applied the cloth once more to Kathleen Wyman’s burning forehead. She thought it odd that with the mistress in so much seemingly unnatural pain, the master of the house had neither attempted to send for help, nor taken steps to attend to her himself.

  




  

    ‘Please, Edward,’ pleaded Kathleen, ‘there must be something you can do!’ It was obvious to the man standing at the foot of the bed that his wife was in the grip of an unusually painful and feverish labour. Yet there came no compassion into his heart. He was convinced even now that the child so viciously fighting its way into the world was not his! He had made up his mind on this score – and not a thing on earth would change it. All the same, he thought, the truth would be better coming from her own lips.

  




  

    With this in mind, he strode round the bed to where Freya Judd was stooping over the groaning woman. ‘Out!’ he said, briefly touching her shoulder, then, when the young woman straightened to look at him, saying, ‘But the mistress . . . ?’ his dark scowl deepened. And when he came to repeat his instruction, she thought of an earlier  incident – and one which had no doubt assured her dismissal soon. So, with the slightest of curtsies, she hurried from the room. There was no real compassion in her heart for the mistress, for it had been Freya Judd and her instinct for mischief which had fuelled Edward Wyman’s jealousy. More than once she had let slip that the mistress had ‘gone to London to see Mr Durnley’.

  




  

    Edward Wyman’s features were hard and his voice accusing as he stood over his wife, hands thrust deep into his pockets and her pitiful moans making no visible impression on him.

  




  

    ‘There is something I can do to ease your labour,’ he told her, ‘perhaps even give the newcomer a helping hand, so to speak.’ Now, he was seated on the bed, his eyes searching Kathleen’s sweating face. ‘Is that what you’d like?’ he asked with a cold smile.

  




  

    Racked by pain and tortured by that voice she knew only too well, Kathleen dragged herself up on to one elbow; her free hand reaching out would have touched him, had he not instantly gripped her hand in his fist, holding it tight in mid-air. He was smiling as she pleaded, ‘What sort of man are you? What kind of                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             doctor











































































































































































































































































, to let me suffer so? Help me – oh, please, help me . . .’ Her voice trailed off into a scream as she was gripped again by a vicious spasm.

  




  

    As she lay writhing, he got the flannel from the bowl, squeezed it viciously in his large hand, then taking it to her forehead, he wiped the sweat-laden hair from her face. For one moment he seemed to console her; then he grabbed her shoulders with both hands and lifted her to face him. When he spoke, it was not in the hitherto tightly-controlled manner, but in a scream as violent as her own.

  




  

    ‘It’s                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             his











































































































































































































































































, isn’t it? Tell me the truth, woman! It’s Durnley’s!’ With every word he shook her back and forth until her head felt like bursting and her whole body seeming to splinter. ‘You want me to deliver it, do you? To see another man’s child into the world?’ He waited for an answer. But when instead she gave out a long terrifying scream, he recognized the imminence of a troubled birth. Of a sudden, his medical training came to the fore. Going to the door, he summoned back the waiting Freya Judd. Swiftly, he tore away the clothes from his wife, and one look at her heaving body and the pool of blood seeping its bright crimson stain into the whiteness of the sheet, told him that                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             his











































































































































































































































































 child or another’s, it would be born with or without him. The only difference was that his professional help might just save the woman’s life.

  




  

    Yet even                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             that











































































































































































































































































 thought was not paramount in his fevered mind, for his whole being was eaten away with raging jealousy and even as he worked he demanded over and over, ‘Whose child? It is Durnley’s, isn’t it? It                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             is











































































































































































































































































 Durnley’s!’ Until in the desperation of such terrible pain, and craving only that the raging of his madness be stilled, Kathleen gave him the answer he wanted.

  




  

    ‘                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            Yes











































































































































































































































































! Think what you must! Dear God! If that’s what you want to leave me be, then                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             yes











































































































































































































































































! Durnley’s!’ On such a cry of terrible anguish, Freya Judd and the man paused in their labours, looking at each other in the strangest silence. Then in that moment, the dark elongated head of a child began to emerge from the woman’s body. Upon which, and in a voice that frightened her, Freya Judd was instructed, ‘Get help!’

  




  

    ‘But                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             who?











































































































































































































































































 The young master hasn’t returned! And there’s only cook . . .’ she protested.

  




  

    ‘Then fetch                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             her











































































































































































































































































!’ came the reply. And as Freya Judd ran from the room she heard, ‘This night the devil’s being born!’

  




  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 


  




  

    It was past midnight. The moon was full, as Rona Parrish brought her wagon across the field which ran right up to the back of Bessington Hall. She knew there was likely a brook nearby, and she needed to top up the water-churn. There was no telling when she might again find the opportunity, for she was intending to travel far and wide, in parts unknown to her.

  




  

    As she drew close, Rona saw the lights of the Hall, and it crossed her mind how these fancy folks liked to stay up all hours. Tethering the old cob to stay by the oak tree, Rona collected the metal churn from its hook in the wagon’s side, then on swift silent steps she went down towards the Hall and to the brook which even now she could hear washing over the pebbles and rushing on its way.

  




  

    It was just as she came up over the bank and was climbing the low skirting wall that the bright moonlight caught the glint of metal in her hand. Then, in a moment, the young woman was on her! Her eyes were wide and frightened as they alighted on Rona.

  




  

    ‘Oh, thank God! I could see you in the moonlight!’ came Freya Judd’s frantic cry, as with her two small hands she clutched at Rona’s arm. ‘You’ll have to come. Please! He’s gone mad!                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Mad











































































































































































































































































, I tell you!’ And without waiting to reply to Rona’s hasty questions, she led the way back to the big house, half-pulling, half-pushing her, but never for an instant letting go.

  




  

    Once inside the house, Rona was hurried up the wide ornate stairway, along the magnificent galleried landing, all of which took her breath away; and on to the room  where a child was finding its way into the world a harsh and difficult one.
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