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Chapter One

Elijah Penny, desperate gaze fixed rigidly on the rotting wood of the cottage door, pounced as the latch lifted and the tall, thin frame of his daughter Matilda struggled through, carrying an armful of logs.

She jumped and gave a frightened cry as he grabbed her roughly by her shoulders, fingers digging deep as intended, and threw her bodily across the room. The logs scattered as she landed with a thud against the ancient wattle wall. She fought for breath. Although used to her father’s behaviour, this attack nevertheless had taken her by surprise. She’d been hoping he would sleep for hours yet, considering the state he had stumbled home in just before dawn.

Before she had time to gather her wits her father was upon her. Grabbing her arm, he wrenched her up and thrust his contorted face into hers, his foul breath and bodily stench from weeks without washing causing her stomach to heave.

‘Yous bitch!’ he shouted hysterically, arms flailing wildly. ‘You’ve bin through me pockets.’

Fighting fear, she raised her eyes beseechingly. ‘I ain’t, Dad. Honest, I ain’t. You spent what you had last night on gin.’

He raised his hand and struck her hard across her face. The force of the blow sent her reeling and again she landed against the wall. ‘Liar,’ he spat, advancing towards her. ‘I  know you’ve bin through me pockets. Now gimme it back or I’ll thrash the livin’ daylights outta yous.’

Cradling a painful cheek, she fixed her tortured eyes on this man who was her father: tall and with hunched shoulders; gaunt and unshaven, greying hair long and straggly; the clothes on his back threadbare and dirty. A nervous, trembling individual, entirely dependent on alcohol. And for a man with only one good leg, he was agile enough when he chose to be.

His bloodshot eyes darted uncontrollably. At this moment he was frantic with fear that there was no money to buy the gin. He had never cared a damn for how his daughter earned that money or for what hardship they both suffered as a result of his drinking. As long as he got his gin that was all he was concerned about.

And despite it all, Eli Penny was a man his daughter tried desperately to love, because he was her father and because he was all she had.

Somehow Tilda’s fear of his brutal hands and harsh tongue was momentarily forgotten. ‘I’m the one who earns the money, Dad. You don’t do a stroke to bring anything in.’

His face blackened like thunder. ‘And how can I?’ he erupted. ‘I’m a cripple, remember.’ He pounded his fist against what remained of his thigh. ‘If yous hadn’t run off in the woods this would never have happened. It’s your fault, remember. All your fault I’m like this.’

She flinched, flattening herself against the wall as he drew back his hand, intending to strike her again. ‘Don’t, Dad,’ she pleaded. ‘Please don’t. You can’t beat outta me what I ain’t got.’

Hand poised, he glared at her with loathing. She reminded him constantly of times he strove hard to forget. She was there like a thorn in his side, continually jabbing at his memory. He wanted to scream at her now, tell her to go, get out of his life  for good, leave him in peace, but he couldn’t. Much to his annoyance he needed her. Apart from anything else, without the pittance she brought in he would not be able to purchase the harmless-looking liquid that got him through the day, and if he beat her too hard, which at this moment was his deepest desire, she would be in no fit state the next morning to make even that pittance.

He abruptly lowered his arm and turned from her, cleared his throat and spat the phlegm into the fire. It hissed, sending a cloud of smoke racing up the chimney. Forcing memories away, he turned back to her, his eyes malicious. ‘What’s in my pocket is mine, do yous hear me? Mine. What right have yous to go through me pockets? Good God, have yous no shame – stealing off yer own, father?’ Rage filled him. He was desperate for a drink and knew she had removed his means of getting it, despite her denial. He lunged again, grabbing her arms, and shook her so hard her head wobbled loosely. ‘Yous must have some. How much did yers get down the market today?’

A few coppers, just enough to put a bit by for the rent, and pay for a small bag of flour for bread and a piece of fat, barley to help supplement the pan of vegetable soup continuously simmering, meal for the chickens, and what was left, together with the vegetables still in the small plot of garden at the back of their dwelling, might get them through the week if she was careful. But she could not tell him that. He would dismiss the fact that they needed to eat, take all she had and purchase a jug of gut-rotting gin to drink under his favourite tree deep in the wood. He would then stumble his way home and fall asleep on his rotting straw mattress in the corner of the room. It always amazed her, that, no matter how drunk her father got, he always managed to find his way home.

Her throbbing cheek was causing her head to ache and she momentarily shut her eyes. Ever since she could remember her  father had always had a liking for the drink, but over the years that liking had become a desperate need – now, without his daily ration, he was an ungovernable monster. He was surely drinking himself to death and she felt powerless to stop it. She could fully understand his need to ease his torment. It must have been an unbearable shock, coming back as he had done from the brink of death to find himself maimed. His world must have collapsed. She longed for him to talk to her about it, to help her understand and appreciate his feelings and, in doing so, afford her an insight into how his tortured mind worked. But her father was not an approachable man, not the kind who would listen to reason or take advice from anyone, especially from the daughter he so obviously despised. Eli’s selfishness had allowed the anger at his own situation to grow out of all proportion and there was nothing she could do about it now.

Conscious that he was ready to strike again, she braced herself, wanting to get it over with. She was bone weary, having been up that morning before dawn to trudge the two miles down the squelching muddy lane to stand in a biting wind in the tiny village square, hoping that someone would purchase the eggs her nine hens had laid, several frost-bitten turnips and some bundles of kindling. She had managed to sell them but not at the price she had hoped to get; she had practically had to give them away. The locals’ sympathy for her situation had long ago worn thin, and besides they all had enough to cope with, trying to feed themselves, let alone worry about some outsiders who inhabited a near-ruined dwelling deep in the woods.

After buying the provisions, she had wrapped the remaining coins carefully inside an old piece of rag. This now weighed down the pocket of her threadbare serge dress and she felt sure her father sensed it was there.

Beads of anxiety formed on Eli’s brow which he wiped away with a sweating palm. ‘Don’t hold out on me, girl. Yous must  have something.’ He thrust a trembling hand towards her and shook it impatiently. ‘Come on, hand it over.’

Her blood ran cold. ‘I told you, Dad, there’s none left.’ Please God, she thought worriedly, don’t let him find the change in my pocket. She suddenly realised how stupid she had been. She should have hidden the money outside.

‘And I don’t believe yous.’

She stared at him, legs shaking. It would be so easy just to hand over the coins and be left in peace, but she couldn’t because in so doing she would make her father suspicious, which could result in the discovery of her savings – five shillings, mostly in farthings – hidden in a rusty tin under her straw shakedown. It was all she had to show, painstakingly gathered, from years of hard work. There was so much she could buy with the money, so much she needed, but she kept it because its presence gave her comfort; with those few hidden coins she felt she wasn’t quite destitute.

He glared at her. ‘Well, in that case, I’ll just sell the hens.’

‘No, Dad, no,’ she cried, alarmed. ‘If you sell them we’ll have nothing.’

He gave a cruel laugh. ‘Look round yous, girl. We’ve nothing anyway. A few hens ain’t gonna make no difference.’

She watched as he turned and stumbled towards the door, mind racing frantically for means by which to stop him because she knew without a doubt he meant what he said. ‘I’ll get a job, Dad.’

He stopped, turned, and glared at her mockingly. ‘Job! And who’d employ yous, eh?’ A sarcastic grin split his face. ‘Face it, Tilda, yer not exactly the employable kind, now are yous?’

She stared back, humiliated, then her hackles rose. ‘Mr Wilson the butcher said he’d think about it,’ she blurted out before she could stop herself. ‘He’s a job going whilst his wife has the baby, and I applied.’

She bowed her head. The job offer on a card in the shop window had leapt out at her as she had passed and she had stopped abruptly, retraced her steps and stared at it. A thrill of hope had shot through her. She desperately wanted to get the job. It would be an answer to all her problems. Not only would a regular supply of money coming in lighten her load considerably, the thought of doing something worthwhile and actually mixing with people on a daily basis would make her day so much brighter. And even if the job was only for a short time it would afford her the confidence and experience needed to apply for other things.

She had paced the mud path at the side of the shop for an age, summoning up the courage to venture inside. Mr Wilson had stared in surprise when she had asked after the post, but on realising her application was serious had hurriedly interviewed her, which she’d found rather daunting, hoping anxiously that her answers were correct. Afterwards, ushering her outside, the small rotund man with his ruddy complexion and sparse hair had told her he’d discuss it with his wife and let her know.

Now Tilda raised hopeful eyes to her father and bit her lip anxiously. Her voice lowered to a whisper, she continued, ‘He did say he’d think about it so I must stand a chance.’

Eli narrowed his eyes in disbelief. He lunged over to her, grabbed her arm and yanked her close, pushing his face into hers.

‘And think’s all he’ll do, girl, ’cos he ain’t gonna put someone wi’ a face like yourn behind the counter, let alone yer other affliction. Why, yer’d be enough to put folks off their food!’

Tears stung the back of her eyes and instinctively she grabbed hold of the bottom of her shabby cardigan sleeve and pulled it over her withered left hand. She didn’t need to be continually reminded of her plainness or her disfigurement. She had lived  with this knowledge for all her sixteen years and would continue to do so for the rest of her days.

So hurt was she by his callousness she didn’t see the glint suddenly appear in his eyes. Before she had time to stop him, he had pinned her up against the wall, thrust his hand into her pocket and pulled forth the coins so carefully wrapped in the old piece of rag.

Triumphantly he closed his fist and flung back his head. ‘So, yous weren’t holding out on me, eh?’

For a moment she thought he was about to beat her senseless, but thankfully he thrust her away. ‘Your mother was right about yous. “The Devil’s own” she used ter say. Reckoned yous should have bin drowned at birth. The shame of yous was what killed her.’ He fixed his eyes scornfully on her withered arm, then slowly raised them to her horrified face. ‘Well, he certainly left his mark on yous, didn’t he, eh?’

With that, he turned from her and lumbered out of the door, a dull thud echoing from his wooden leg as it hit the stone slabs.

Tilda’s body sagged. ‘Oh, Dad,’ she whispered, devastated.




Chapter Two

Twilight was fading. Dark shadowy fingers crept slowly across the walls and stone-flagged floor. Tilda stood by the window cradling a tin mug of hot water. She vehemently wished the water was strong-brewed tea with two heaped spoons of sugar, but there was none of either and hadn’t been for a long time. She tried to remember when she had last had a cup of tea. She tried to remember the last time she had not had to worry about lighting a candle so as to avoid sitting in the dark. She couldn’t.

Her view consisted entirely of the eerie shapes of trees and bushes swaying in the wind, their branches reaching out towards her like arms. She shuddered, raised her eyes and scanned the sky. It was darkening rapidly, a bank of black storm clouds rolling towards her. The night promised to be a very wet and windy one. Tilda shivered. It had been a long hard winter. March had arrived and yet hardly a sign of spring had shown itself so far.

Sighing heavily, she tilted her head, fixing her blank gaze on an ancient oak tree just abreast of the dwelling’s boundary. The latest confrontation with her father was weighing heavily on her mind. His harsh treatment of her was nothing new. She had suffered his beatings and cruel remarks since she could remember. It wasn’t the first time nor would it be the last that he would harshly remind her of how she herself was entirely  to blame for his own predicament and her mother’s sudden departure and subsequent death, which had all happened when Tilda was barely five years old. She felt she should be hardened to his cruelty after all these years but somehow, today, his words had touched a part of her she had not realised existed. If she likened her newly awakened feelings to a deep cut from an axe, she felt she would have bled to death, so devastated, so worthless, did she feel.

‘The Devil’s own.’ The words jangled loudly inside her head. Surely her own mother had never said that? He must be lying. No mother would say that about her own child. If she herself was ever lucky enough to have a child, she would love and cherish it, but most importantly never leave it, no matter what. No person was responsible for the way they were born. Their own burden in life was to live with their disfigurements. Others’ ignorance made that burden such a terrible load to bear.

How different things could be, she thought sadly, if her father would show her just a little compassion, maybe even love. She sighed heavily again. That was an impossible wish. No matter what happened in the future she would always have to bear the knowledge that neither of her parents had wanted her nor could even stand the sight of her, and despite all she was supposed to have done this knowledge was what she found the hardest to endure.

She turned from the window and slowly made her way over to the makeshift table, easing herself down on to an uncomfortable wooden stool. She winced from her injuries. Hardly a day passed now when she wasn’t nursing some pain or other. She had tried everything to avoid her father’s beatings, even going so far as to leave the precious money for his gin on the table where he could see it, but nothing worked. He still found a reason to have a go at her.

To her mind, her father was his own worst enemy. He wasn’t  the only man around who had lost a limb. The Great War, now nearly six years over, had brought about appalling disfigurements far worse than he had suffered. But unlike others who tried their hardest to get on with things, Eli had capitalised on his injury, managing somehow to make even strangers feel responsible. He had taken all that was offered, seeing it as his right, and given nothing in return but ungrateful abuse. Over the years the villagers sympathy for their situation had faded and was now practically non-existent.

Memories were long and it was too late now for Elijah Penny to redeem himself even had he wanted to. Tilda knew deep down in her heart that if she and her father mysteriously disappeared one night, no one would mourn their departure.

The wind rose sharply. She heard it whistling through the gaping holes in the walls of the adjacent room which had long since ceased to be used. This wattle cottage, surrounded by dense woods and accessible only down a long muddy track, had been home to Tilda and her father for the past eleven years. It was a long way from the nearest sizeable town of Ashby de la Zouch, and two miles from a village close to the Leicestershire-Derbyshire border.

The cottage was virtually beyond repair, the ancient wooden framework too rotten to support new plaster even if they had been able to afford it. Tilda tried, as she had done many times, sitting alone at the table, to picture the families who had once lived here. It made her happy to visualise them as boisterous, close-knit people, eking out a living as best they could, all moving on when better times arrived.

Her eyes travelled around the darkening room. Apart from the makeshift table she was sitting at, it was devoid of any other furniture. There had never been any money to buy anything decent. Three planks of wood had been precariously nailed on the wall by the window, on which stood several pieces of  chipped crockery and a handful of utensils. The cottage did not possess the luxury of a sink. A sawn off barrel kept in the outhouse served as a wash tub for bodies and clothes, a bucket by the door for pots, water being collected from a stream nearby.

Tilda knew the cottage to be poor by any standards but it was her home. The roof, at least in the kitchen-cum-living area, staved off the rain and the draughts were kept mostly at bay by paper and old rags.

Putting down her tin mug, she rose to pick up a large wooden spoon and stir the pan simmering gently over the open fire. Her stomach growled painfully in hunger. Even the thought of the thin soup made her mouth water.

She raised the spoon to her lips and licked it clean then wished she hadn’t as her hunger pangs heightened. She dare not have anything more tonight. Unhooking the pot from the spit, she rested it on the slab by the hearth, leaving the soup to cool and hopefully thicken overnight. She stacked the fire sparingly with logs, made her way back to the table and sat down.

It was at such times during the long evenings that she felt her loneliest. Evenings should be spent surrounded by family members and loved ones, all chatting happily about daily events as they went about their tasks. Tilda had never known what it was like to be a part of such a gathering and doubted she ever would.

Drinking the last of her water, she pushed away the mug, folded her arms and fought to raise her spirits. Feeling sorry for yourself got you nowhere. So, her life was not particularly pleasant. Each day a constant uphill struggle to acquire the means for survival. That problem was faced by many, not just herself. Like herself, many others had just one thing that kept them going and that was hope. Hope that one day something would happen to change matters. It was all they had. If she gave  up now, her very existence would have counted for nothing. And surely, even with all her burdens, her crosses to bear, her life must count for something?

She managed a smile that lit up her plain face and brought a sparkle to her large pale blue eyes. After her chores tomorrow she would tidy herself as best she could and pay another visit to Mr Wilson the butcher. Even though, according to her father, she hadn’t much hope of getting the job, at least Mr Wilson could see she had been serious about the application which in turn would help bolster her dignity.

A loud hammering on the door made her jump.

‘Who’s there?’ she shouted, alarmed.

She frowned with concern on receiving no reply. Callers to the cottage were not a frequent occurrence; someone knocking this late in the evening most untoward.

Rising hesitantly, she made her way over and inched open the door. On spotting her visitor, her frown disappeared.

‘Eustace!’ she exclaimed. ‘You didn’t half give me a scare.’ She ushered him inside and shut the door.

Tilda stared down at her visitor. Seven-year-old Eustace Sprocket looked a sorry sight. His taut skin barely covered his bones, as his threadbare clothes barely covered his thin body. He wasn’t a handsome boy. A large nose dominated his small face; intelligent tawny eyes were deep-set beneath a prominent brow, and the heavy spattering of freckles that covered his cheeks were just a shade too brown to be an adornment. He had a wide mouth that, when he smiled, showed several missing teeth. He was desperately in need of a few substantial meals and a bit of love. He got neither from his guardian, a deeply religious spinster aunt who had reluctantly given him a home after her widowed sister had died from influenza three years previous. Mildred Bilson had only done so for fear of what the villagers would say if she didn’t. In their eyes she had done the right  thing, and they conveniently turned a blind eye to her subsequent treatment of him.

The last three years of Eustace’s life had not been pleasant. Mildred had practically made a hobby out of conjuring up ways to humiliate and torment the very life out of her nephew. For such a seemingly devout Christian, Tilda thought, Mildred’s actions were unforgivable. Eustace was a very caring and considerate young boy, worthy of anyone’s affection, and one day, Tilda thought angrily, Mildred Bilson would regret her decision to treat her nephew so badly.

Tilda had lost count of the number of times Eustace had tearfully told her he’d been locked in the dank, pitch black cellar for hours on end. Of how many weals she had bathed from the thrashings he’d received. The food she herself had gone without because she knew he was ravenous. And none of these punishments had been truly deserved. Tilda felt positive Eustace’s mother would be turning in her grave could she have known of her sister’s harsh treatment of him.

Now she looked at him with deep concern as light from the fire fell across his face.

‘Does your auntie know you’re out?’ she asked softly.

He shook his head. Then tears filled his eyes, overspilling to pour down his face. He threw his arms around her waist and buried his head against her. ‘I’ve run away, Tilda. I ain’t goin’ back. I can’t take no more.’

Her arms flew around him and she hugged him fiercely. ‘Oh, Eustace,’ she whispered. ‘You have to go back, you know you do.’

‘I can’t, I can’t,’ he wailed. ‘Please let me live wi’ yer? Please, Tilda, please?’ He raised his head, eyes pleading. ‘I’ll do anythin’. I’ll ’elp ter feed the chickens, dig the garden. I’ll come ter market wi’ yer. And I won’t mind yer dad. I’ll keep outta his way. Please don’t send me back, Tilda. Please don’t?’

She swallowed hard, fighting emotion. She would give anything to grant Eustace his request. To have him to live with her and to care for him was her greatest wish. The child needed someone like herself as a replacement mother. She had nothing to give him save love, but knew that was all Eustace asked for. Lack of food and other creature comforts were of no importance to him. He just wanted to be with someone who wanted him, and in return would have given his soul in gratitude. No child deserved to be treated like Eustace, but she knew it was a fact that many other children were – some worse, if that were possible.

She raised sad eyes to the ceiling. It was a crying shame Mildred Bilson couldn’t open her heart and see what qualities her young nephew possessed. With the right care and guidance he would grow to be a fine young man, one to be proud of.

Tilda’s first encounter with Eustace had been one bitterly cold evening as she had trudged home from market. She had been cold, tired and desperately hungry, praying that her father had not woken and eaten the remains of the rabbit stew which was all the food they had left at that moment. Her visit to market that day had been a total waste of time. No one had been buying.

Eustace’s pitiful cries had alerted her, thinking at first it was an animal in distress. On investigation she had been shocked to find a little boy huddled under a bush, the clothes on his back hardly suitable for a summer’s day, let alone mid-winter. Gradually coaxing him out, it was a great shock to discover his reason for being there. He had not long moved in with his aunt and still trying to come to terms with the loss of his mother yet after he had wet the bed Mildred Bilson had locked him in the cellar for over two days with no food or water. When she had finally let him out, no doubt fearing awkward questions which she would have difficulty in answering, Eustace had gobbled down the bowl of cold lumpy porridge smothered in salt she  had reluctantly thrust before him, and at the first opportunity had run away.

Greatly saddened by the young boy’s plight, Tilda had taken him to the cottage, given him her share of the rabbit stew, and comforted him the best she could before walking him back down the icy rutted path to leave him at the edge of the village. She had warned him sternly that he had to return or his aunt would get the authorities out and then he really would be in trouble. It was the last thing Tilda had wanted to do but she’d had no other option. Despite the obvious fact that Mildred Bilson did not want the chore of guardianship of her nephew, Tilda’s father, she knew without asking, wouldn’t give a lame dog a home, let alone a poverty-stricken young boy.

It was not to be the last occasion she was to find Eustace on her doorstep; soon it became a regular occurrence. But from the very first time a bond of friendship developed between them which in turn became the salvation of them both. Eustace needed Tilda’s warmth, kindness and strength to help him cope with his dismal life until the day came when he was old enough to fend for himself. For Tilda, Eustace was her one true friend. He didn’t see her plainness or deformity. He loved Tilda just for being herself.

She sighed deeply and fixed her eyes tenderly on him. ‘You know you can’t come to live here, Eustace, so it’s no use keeping asking.’ She pushed him gently from her and cupped his face in her hands. ‘I bet you’re hungry?’

He shook his head.

She stared at him, surprised. He was always hungry. ‘Why not, Eustace?’

He sniffed loudly and wiped the back of his hand under his nose. ‘’Cos I ain’t,’ he replied in a choking voice.

She frowned. Something was dreadfully wrong. ‘What is it, Eustace?’

He lowered his head and the tears flowed again. ‘She’s sendin’ me down the pit and I ‘ate the dark, Tilda. I can’t go, I can’t!’

She sank down on the stool, eyes filled with horror. Surely the woman wouldn’t do that to him, however desperate she was for money? Mildred Bilson knew how terrified he was of the dark. She had locked him in the cellar enough times and listened to his pitiful screams. Tilda fought the urge to march down to the village and give Mildred a piece of her mind. But that would do nothing to ease his plight and no doubt result in further harsh punishment. Worse, it would give away his refuge which, fingers crossed, they had so far managed to keep secret. Suddenly a thought struck her.

‘You’re not old enough, Eustace. You can’t go down the mine ’til you’re fourteen. She’s just trying to scare you.’

He lifted his head. ‘Honest, Tilda?’

She nodded. ‘Honest.’

‘But she said. . .’

‘I don’t care what she said, Eustace. You’re only seven. You’re not allowed by law. And no employer in his right mind would risk jail for the sake of taking you off your aunt’s hands. Even if she paid a fortune, they wouldn’t.’

Eustace’s grubby face, still streaked with tears, lit up. ‘Honest, Tilda. Honest?’

She smiled. ‘Honest.’ She rose, lifted the pan of soup and hung it over the fire. Wiping her hands on her coarse apron, she turned to him with a broad smile on her face. ‘I bet you’re hungry now, ain’t you?’

He nodded vigorously. ‘’Ave yer got enough?’ he asked.

‘I’ve always enough for you.’ She turned from him and stirred the pan. She would go without any amount of food for Eustace’s sake.

A while later she sat opposite and watched him eat. The bowl  of soup quickly disappeared. When he’d finished he pushed the bowl away and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

‘Ah, that were grand, Tilda, thanks.’

‘My pleasure,’ she replied sincerely.

Eustace looked across at his friend, his eyes shining. ‘I love you Tilda. I’m gonna marry you when I grow up.’

She tilted her head, her eyes tender. This would be the only proposal she was ever likely to receive, but regardless of Eustace’s young years, she knew he meant every word. ‘I’ll wait for you then,’ she replied, hiding a smile. She leaned her arms on the table. ‘But for now, I’m afraid you’d better be making tracks.’

He raised his eyes forlornly. ‘Do I ’ave ter?’

She nodded. ‘It’s very late. I’ll walk with yer to the edge of the woods.’

‘Another few minutes?’

She smiled. ‘All right.’




Chapter Three

Eli awkwardly shifted his position under the tree. He did not feel the bitter night air chilling his bones or the frozen ground prodding sharply into his bony buttocks. He was oblivious, lost in his own inebriated world. He slumped sideways and fought to right himself, cursing loudly. Once upright, he raised a billy can to his lips and gulped down the last of the gin.

Deep in the woods he was totally alone and that was the way he liked it. The rest of humanity could fall victim to the plague for all he cared, except of course for old Ma Whittle. God forbid anything should happen to that old witch, he needed his regular supply from her illicit still. It was the only thing that kept him going.

He raised the can once more, found it empty and threw it away in disgust. It bounced off a protruding tree root and came to rest with a clatter against a small rock. The noise echoed loudly and he listened with a smile as the sound broke the silence. A rustling close by caught his attention. He smirked. It was only a March hare. Frightened by the unexpected noise it had popped its head up through a clump of fading primroses. Eli and the hare momentarily locked eyes then the hare was gone, but Eli’s eyes remained fixed on the flowers, wafting eerily in the cold night wind.

How he hated the sight of primroses. If it was up to him he  would have all the plants uprooted and burned. But that was impossible, the woods were filled with them. If it wasn’t for the fact that there was nowhere else to go that would afford him solitude, he would never venture here at this time of year.

Primroses conjured up a vision of Eileen. She had adored all flowers but primroses had been her favourite. At the opening of the very first blooms she would rush to the woods, gather handfuls and fill the cottage, and that would continue until the last of the flowers faded and bluebells took their place.

He grimaced hard, his eyes narrowing. He didn’t want to think of Eileen. Thoughts of her awoke an intense rage, a hatred so deep it seared his very soul. So strong was his passion he could almost smell it. He would never, ever forgive her for prolonging indefinitely his life of exile. The corners of his mouth twitched. The only good kind thought he held about Eileen was that she had been a good-looking woman. But her looks were the last thing on his mind at the moment of their meeting.

He leaned back against the hard bark of the tree and shut his eyes. Helped by all the gin he had swallowed, his thoughts drifted. Back in time he travelled, back to when this sorry mess had all begun.

 



The ditch was deep, the bottom filled with stagnant slimy water, but the grasses grew high. It was deep enough, the growth high enough, to afford him cover. Eli wasn’t quite sure where he was or how far he’d travelled. All he knew was that he’d been dodging through fields and keeping close to hedges for over a week. He was exhausted and starving, but thankfully, for the moment at least, he’d escaped capture.

His mother was right, though. He needed to keep moving, get as far away as possible. Being caught by the police was not his  greatest fear. Being caught by relatives of Jimmy McCraven was.

He shivered violently, the icy wetness of his trousers chilling his young bones. How he wished he was in bed in the dilapidated tenement listening to his father’s drunken snores. If he’d been just a little more careful that’s where he would be still, dreaming about building an empire. Instead he was running for his life.

Not that he was sorry for what he’d done. Jimmy McCraven had deserved to die. Attempting to muscle in on Eli’s turf was to his mind a killing offence if ever there was one. He’d stuck the knife in deep and twisted it hard, watching in satisfaction as the blood of his arch rival spurted forth. It had pleased him immensely to see the shock and horror filling Jimmy’s eyes as he had drawn his last breath.

He’d do it again, given the same circumstances. He was only sorry for the fact that, unbeknown to himself, the murder had been witnessed by men who would put their own sisters on the street if the price was enough for a pint of best and a packet of fags. That was lax on Eli’s part. He should have waited, held back, but as usual anger had got the better of him and because of his own lack of control he had no doubt that now the underworld of Glasgow, aided and abetted by the McCraven clan, would be scouring the area for him, hell bent on revenge. Them and the police. And he knew who worried him the most.

He rubbed his numbed hands. That was all in the past. He had to think of his future, and the most immediate need was to get out of this icy cold ditch before he caught something terrible. He also needed some food in his stomach. How to achieve this was the problem. He had no money apart from a few coppers and his sodden muddy clothes were conspicuous to say the least. He looked every inch what he was, a man on the run.

A noise from above alerted him and he froze. Slowly he crawled up the bank and parted the grasses. Above him on the roadside, her back to him, a woman sat on a stone, a fraying carpet bag at her feet. Elbows resting on her knees, she was staring out across the fields. Suddenly his own boot slipped on the wet mud and he fell back, landing on the far bank with a thud. A stone struck his back and before he could stop himself, he yelped in pain.

Alarmed, the woman jumped up, spun around and looked down.

‘Who’s there?’ she cried. She bent down and picked up a large stone, holding it aloft. ‘Come out before I brain you.’

He clenched his fists. There was nothing for it. He would have to identify himself before she did as she threatened. After all he’d gone through he didn’t fancy ending his days in a ditch through the actions of some stupid woman.

‘Hold on,’ he pleaded, clawing his way upwards. He reached the top of the roadside, stood upright and held up his hands in mock surrender, grinning broadly. ‘I’m innocent, honest.’

His eyes quickly scanned the area. Stretching as far as he could see, in all directions, were fields and trees. There was no sign of any other human being. He breathed a sigh of relief and turned his attention to the woman still holding the rock aloft menacingly. Well, woman was stretching things. She was seventeen at the most. Her clothes were shoddy, the boots on her feet coming apart in places. He raised his eyes to her face, his own registering surprise.

She was pretty now, with a promise of better things on maturity. Large pale blue eyes stood out against the blackness of her hair, curly tendrils of which were escaping from under a battered straw bonnet. She had an aura of innocence never witnessed in a woman from the Gorbals. It was clear she presented no threat to him but he was nevertheless aware of his  own vulnerability, exposed to view on the open road. Once again his eyes darted. He suddenly had visions of swarming policemen coming at him from all directions. But one thing he was sure of: this woman was English. He had managed to travel farther than he’d thought.

‘What are you looking for?’ she asked, frowning deeply.

‘Eh?’ He turned his attention back to her, mind racing frantically. ‘Oh, er . . . the group of men I was with. I seem to have lost them.’ The lie slipped out easily and prompted the next. ‘On our way to . . . er . . . London, yes, that’s right, looking for work.’ He screwed up his face, apparently perplexed. ‘I cannae understand where they’ve gone or how I managed to land up in the ditch for that matter. I do remember we had a good dram or two last night, though.’ He tilted his head, eyes narrowing mischievously. ‘But that ain’t a braining crime, surely?’

She stared searchingly at him for a moment, then tutted loudly and lowered her arm, dropping the stone to the ground. Looking for work wasn’t a crime, she herself should know that. And he did look an honest type. He was certainly good-looking. She noticed his clothes.

‘You’re soaking. You really ought to get out of those wet things before you catch pneumonia.’

‘Yeah, I ought.’

At this moment catching pneumonia was the least of his worries. He had to get off the open road. But he had to do it in such a way as not to arouse her suspicions. There was always the possibility of her being questioned later and pointing the police in his direction.

He watched in surprise as she stooped to pick up her bag.

‘Come on,’ she ordered. ‘There’s a stream across those fields. I’ll help you get cleaned up.’

Immensely relieved, he followed her. They walked in silence  through several fields of ripening barley. The sun was high, its rays warming. The air smelt pungent, a mixture of grasses and early-summer wild flowers. Such smells were alien to him. Smoke and grime, though, had never smelt as good as this and for an instant he felt glad to be alive, then fear for his dire predicament crowded in on him.

‘How d’yous know about this burn?’ he asked, breaking the silence.

‘Burn?’

‘Er . . . water.’

‘Just do,’ she replied flatly.

He grimaced and dug his hands into his sodden pockets. Suddenly an idea sprang to mind. If the police had tracked him this far they wouldn’t be looking for a man and a woman. She must be on her way somewhere but if he could somehow coax her to stay with him for the interim it would afford him precious cover, and he could always offload her when she had served her purpose. It was worth a try.

‘Are yous on your own?’ he asked casually.

She stopped abruptly and turned to him. ‘Why?’

‘Just asking.’

She gulped then lowered her eyes. ‘You could say that.’

‘So yous weren’t waiting for anyone then?’

She raised her head. ‘Why?’

‘Just asking,’ he repeated, trying to keep the annoyance from his voice.

She pursed her lips haughtily. ‘If you must know, I’ve just lost my job.’

‘Oh?’

She took a deep breath, eyes flashing angrily. ‘I was kitchen maid-cum-dogsbody for a farmer a few miles from here. Only the boss took a fancy to me and his wife didn’t like it. So she slung me out. I can’t go home ’cos I’ve no home to go to.  I know about the stream ’cos I spent last night sleeping next to it. Now, anything else you want to know?’

He shook his head. ‘No.’

‘Good. It’s just over there.’

She marched ahead and he trailed after her.

Sitting on the stream bank, an old petticoat dug out from her carpet bag covering his modesty, he watched the girl hang his clothes over a tree’s branches. He found himself impressed by her skills. After the short space of time it had taken him to scrub the grime from his body farther upstream he had come back to find that not only had she cleaned his clothes, she had also gathered some logs and lit a fire.

The clothes secured, she moved towards the fire and put on more twigs. Reaching for her bag, she opened it and pulled out a parcel, unwrapped it and produced a small loaf and a chunk of cheese. She broke a wedge from each and handed them over.

‘Thanks,’ he said appreciatively.

‘Well, unless you’ve anything hidden up your sleeve, that’s it. That and a few shillin’ was all the missus gave me afore she kicked me out the door.’

He smiled. ‘Better than nothing, though.’

‘Yeah, I suppose.’

She looked over his near nakedness and smiled. The sudden smile lit up her face and again for an instant he saw a glimpse of beauty to come. ‘I ought to know your name, in the circumstances,’ she prompted.

‘Yes, I suppose yous ought,’ His thoughts raced. What was he going to call himself? ‘Elijah.’ Elijah . . . now why had he come out with that?

She giggled. ‘Elijah?’

He scowled. ‘What’s wrong with it?’

‘Nothing. Only you don’t look like an Elijah.’

‘Well, tell that to me ma. She happened to like it.’ His voice faltered. ‘Well, if I had a ma, that is.’

She looked sympathetic. ‘Oh, you haven’t family either?’

‘No,’ he lied.

He gathered the petticoat around him and rose abruptly, yanking his trousers off the branch.

‘They’re still damp.’

‘They’ll do.’ He slipped behind a bush and pulled them on.

She turned her back, settling her gaze on the flowing waters ahead. ‘Elijah what?’

Buttoning up his shirt and slipping on his jacket, he picked up his meagre belongings. ‘Elijah . . .’ He looked down at the few coppers in his palm, all he possessed in the world, and thrust them into his pocket. ‘Penny,’ he answered, slipping out from behind the bush. He held out his hand. ‘Elijah Penny.’

She turned, took his hand and shook it. ‘Eileen Calister.’ She gazed up into his eyes. ‘It’s strange us meeting like this. Just by chance, really. Me losing my job and you your friends. Fate, do you reckon?’

The corners of his mouth twitched. He didn’t believe in nonsense like that but it wouldn’t hurt to humour her. ‘Yous could be right.’

She turned from him and walked towards the stream where she squatted on her haunches and trailed her hand absently through the clear cold water. She was thoughtful. Meeting this man could be her salvation. A couple of hours ago she had sat on the roadside deep in despair, wondering what God had in store for her and if she could cope with any more. She really felt she had had enough. Losing her job through no fault of her own had been the final mishap in the long line of hardships she had endured throughout her life.

Orphaned at the age of five, with no relatives willing to take her in, she had landed in the poor house. Inside the cold stark  walls for nine long years, she had suffered the strict regime and harsh punishments handed out for the slightest misdemeanour by cheerless individuals hell bent on misery-making. Most of her short working life had been no better. Employers, knowing her orphan status and well aware how much she needed her job, had worked the skin off her fingers for little reward.

Landing the job at the farm had been her one joy. The farmer was strict but fair with his staff, his wife fat and jolly, loving to cook and see those around her appreciate the delicious foodstuffs she produced. The more they ate, the better she liked it. She was decent to work for, realising her staff needed sleep too. Eileen felt her life was fulfilled and had envisaged spending the rest of her days working for this lovely couple. That was until the master began to cast an eye in her direction. His wife might be fat and jolly but she was no fool. She knew her husband well. But it wasn’t her husband she blamed for the flirtation but Eileen herself, and lost no time in harshly chastising her and sending her packing.

Eileen supposed she had been lucky, though. The farmer had cast an eye but his wife, thank God, had seen to it that that was all he had done.

She raised her head and glanced the length of the stream. She breathed deeply, savouring the sweetness of the air. How she loved the countryside and wished she need never leave it. To live and work again in the grime of a town gave her no joy, but needs must. Wherever she could get work, she would try hard to make the best of it. But one thing was for sure: enjoying the warmth and beauty of her surroundings would not pay for food and for a fleeting moment she regretted sharing the bread and cheese with Elijah, as desperately hungry as she knew he had been. A smile touched her lips. Maybe, though, in a roundabout way he could repay her for her kindness.

She stood up, brushed down her long black cotton twill skirt  and turned to face him. He was sitting on the bank, chin resting on his knees, staring into space, and for a moment she wondered what was on his mind. Come to think of it, he had been rather jumpy when she had first come across him. She mentally shook herself. Just my own fancy, she thought.

As she studied him she felt a warm fluttering inside her stomach. Elijah Penny was a good-looking man. She liked tall men. Only four inches over five foot herself, height in a man made her feel protected somehow. Dark hair which she preferred to blond, and his dark hooded eyes had an air of mystery, as though he was hiding a secret. Instead of giving her a warning, Eileen’s inexperience saw this as an added attraction.

She walked towards him, stopped abruptly, folded her arms under her nicely developing bosom and took a deep breath. Best get her proposition off her chest before she lost her nerve. ‘Could you do with a companion? Just until you catch up with your friends. I wouldn’t be a burden.’

Eli turned his head and looked up at her blankly. ‘Eh?’

She took a step backwards, embarrassed. ‘Forget what I said,’ she blustered.

He stood up, running his hand through his hair. ‘How can I forget what yous said when I never heard in the first place?’ How could he have heard? He had been back in a dark street in Glasgow staring down at the man he’d murdered. His throat dried and he swallowed hard. He could feel the creeping shadows of Jimmy McCraven’s relatives closing rapidly.

The look on his face made Eileen frown in concern. ‘Whatever’s the matter?’

‘The matter? Nothing,’ he said abruptly. ‘Just thinking, that’s all.’

‘Oh,’ she replied, too polite to probe.

‘So?’

‘So what?’

‘Yous asked me something?’

‘Oh, yes, I did.’

Hesitantly she repeated her proposition. It was harder the second time round. Somehow she felt she was begging. ‘I don’t like the thought of travelling on my own, never knowing what shady characters are lurking nearby. Only ’til the next town, I mean. Then I’ll get out of your way. Although,’ she added wistfully, ‘I like the sound of going to London. Is that where you’re headed still?’

He cocked his eyebrow in surprise. London? Yes, he had told her that lie when they had first met. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. On mulling it over, it didn’t seem such a bad idea. He dug his hands into his pockets and turned from her, eyes absently scanning the fields beyond, well aware she was watching his every move with bated breath. London? Surely the police or Jimmy McCraven’s relatives wouldn’t think to look for him there? He’d managed to evade them this far. If they kept off the main roads and only stopped when absolutely necessary he might just pull it off. His eyes lit up. London was the place to go. A wanted man could get well and truly lost in London. But more to the point, London was the place for a man like himself to fulfil his dreams . . . with the right kind of people to help him along.

He turned back to her. ‘I suppose yous can tag along, if yous want.’

 



The rain poured down in torrents as it had without let-up for the last two days. Eileen was soaked to the skin, desperately hungry, her body so tired it screamed for rest. The soles of her boots were near non-existent, the feet inside blistered and bleeding.

For three long weeks they had walked, only stopping for short snatches of sleep before Eli would insist they set off again. He  was stumbling ahead of her now like a man possessed down a mud-clogged track to the side of a field. She wiped rain from her eyes with the back of her hand. This field was not the first they had tramped through in pouring rain; the sodden hills they had just climbed over would not be the last. At this moment Eileen wished with all her heart she had never begged to be allowed to accompany him.

She had thought their journey would be at a leisurely pace, stopping en route to work for food and shelter. How wrong she had been. Most of their food had been begged from kindly souls showing pity for their predicament, she herself being given the embarrassing task of doing the begging; the rest, having left her in some deserted spot, Eli would return with, to her mind miraculously, since she knew he had no money. After the first couple of times she began to suspect that maybe he stole it, but dare not challenge him just in case she was wrong. For shelter, if they had not come across an isolated barn or outbuilding, the heavens were their roof and she would pray it did not rain.

Suddenly she stumbled, falling heavily. She lay for a moment, stunned. It wasn’t the first time she had fallen but this time was the final straw. Caked in soggy mud, the rain beating down on her relentlessly, tears of desolation rolled down her cheeks. ‘Eli!’ she cried despairingly. ‘Eli, Eli!’

He stopped, turned, and looked back at her angrily. ‘Get up,’ he ordered crossly.

‘I can’t. Please, Eli, I have to rest.’

He held his arms wide. ‘Where? Yous tell me where?’

‘I don’t care where, Eli. A hole in the ground. Anywhere. Just somewhere to lay my head.’

Suddenly she saw it. ‘Look.’

He turned and stared in the direction she was pointing. At the end of the field was what appeared to be a shack. He sighed with annoyance. This was no time for stopping, he had wanted to  cover another few miles before they took a break. He turned his head and stared at her. Taking this woman along was proving to be a bad mistake, she had slowed him down considerably. He pursed his lips. Well, maybe not a mistake. After all, he was still a free man. Turning from her, he made towards the shack and disappeared from view.

She sat motionless and waited.

Finally he emerged. ‘It’ll do for the night.’

Her body sagged in relief. ‘Thank you, God,’ she whispered.

 



Eli stared down at Eileen, cuddled against his side peacefully sleeping. Several hours ago they had made love and the act of doing so had made him feel good.

It wasn’t the first time; that had happened several nights after their journey had begun. That first seduction had been easy. He had known from the start she was attracted to him. What had pleased him, though, was the fact she had still been a virgin. Not that it had mattered to him. He had only used her body to satisfy his own. As the weeks passed he felt a certain fondness for her, but not love. Eli had never experienced true love. When he did it would be for a woman of quality, not a penniless orphan like Eileen despite her good looks.

When he got to London, where the threat of the hangman no longer shadowed him, when he’d made his fortune, then he would be ready to meet the type of woman he envisaged marrying. He would settle in a fine house, servants at his beck and call, maybe have children. He would be respected. He had it all planned out. With each step he had taken, boots clogged with mud, soaked to the skin, starving and exhausted, across hills, in valleys, through deep dense woods, he had planned his future down to the minutest detail.

He was going to make money, lots of it, and he didn’t care how. But however it was, it wouldn’t be legal; he’d never earned  money legally in his life and wasn’t about to start now. Then he would live as he’d always dreamed of doing as he’d lain on the bug-infested mattress, listening to warring parents and screaming babies in the adjoining tenements, his stomach gnawing him painfully from lack of food.

His eyes scanned Eileen and a hint of a smile touched his lips. It was time to say goodbye. She had served her purpose. It was time for them to part. He eased gently away from her and awkwardly rose from the hard earth floor they’d been sleeping on. It was still dark, he’d barely slept three hours, but it would have to be enough. He wanted to be well away from her before dawn.

 



It was approaching six o’clock in the morning and the small market town was just beginning to stir when Eli crossed its boundaries. He was humming to himself, pleased. In the three hours since he’d left the shack he’d covered quite a distance and in his pocket was his means of survival for several weeks at least.

Opportunity had presented itself as he had rounded a bend on a deserted country road and a house had loomed before him. People really should not leave windows open or valuables on display. The watch and several pieces of jewellery, which he would tell the pawnbroker had been left him by his longlost aunt, should raise a tidy sum. He smiled to himself. He’d had enough of walking. He’d catch a train. Third class, he didn’t want to be rash, but it would be luxury to what he’d endured these last few weeks. And he’d have a bath. There must be a bathhouse somewhere in this Godforsaken place? He didn’t want to arrive in London looking like a tramp.

He frowned as a thought suddenly struck him and he stroked his eight-week growth of beard. He hoped he didn’t look bad enough to arouse the pawnbroker’s suspicions. Nonchalantly he shrugged his shoulders. Lady luck had been on his side for  quite a while now, there was no reason for her to desert him just yet.

Later, lying back in the slipper bath, he sighed contentedly as the hot soapy water lapped over him. He had scrubbed every inch of his body and felt clean and relaxed. Any time now the barber would come in and shave off his beard and cut his hair. Next port of call was a tailor’s. Mentally he picked himself out a suit – not expensive, he hadn’t money to burn just yet. A shirt, tie and shoes, not boots. He exhaled slowly and savoured the thought. At this moment he felt he was in heaven. These country folk, he thought, really hadn’t a clue. The goods had been pawned so easily. He’d spun the broker such a convincing sorry tale that Eli could almost see tears in the man’s eyes as he unsuspectingly swopped the stolen goods for money.

He looked towards the door and tutted, annoyed. Where was that damned barber promised by the wizened old man at the front desk? Sighing in exasperation, he picked up the morning edition of the Daily Sketch, left on the chair by the previous occupant, and shook it out. It had been weeks since he had seen a newspaper; while he waited he might as well take this opportunity for a read.

He scanned the front page. Nothing much had changed. He turned a page. News from abroad did not interest him. The advertisements for clothing did and for several moments he studied them. He lowered the newspaper and looked again towards the door. He’d certainly give the barber a piece of his mind when he condescended to arrive. He shook the paper out again and turned the page.

The headline leapt out and his eyes bulged in horror.

SCOTTISH MURDERER STILL AT LARGE

Beneath the headline was a rough, artist’s sketch. There was no mistaking that face – Eli would recognise himself anywhere. His face paled alarmingly as he quickly read the paragraph  following and all his bravado, the feeling he’d cheated the hangman’s noose, drained away.


Douglas Smilie, wanted for the brutal murder of James McCraven, is rumoured to be somewhere in England. Several sightings have been reported as far south as Northampton. . .



Eli scowled. Northampton? He had never heard of Northampton, let alone been there.


. . . Police have advised the public not to approach him. Detective Inspector Mottle, in charge of the case, states: ‘This man is dangerous and could be armed. Any sightings should be reported directly to the nearest police station.’ Inspector Mottle is certain it is only a matter of time before Smilie is caught.



Beads of sweat poured from his face as he read on:
The police are not Smilie’s only concern. Relatives of McCraven have vowed. . .





A loud knock sounded on the door. Eli jumped, so alarmed a wave of water sloshed over the side of the bath. Through the door shuffled an elderly man as wide as he was tall, carrying a box filled with the tools of his trade.

‘Oot!’ Eli cried, shocked by his sudden appearance. ‘Oot, oot!’

The barber froze, staring at the man in the bath as though he was mad. Oot? What did he mean by that? He must be a foreigner.

Eli thrust out his arm, sending another wave of water  slopping across the floor. ‘Oot,’ he’d ordered savagely.

‘Oh, out?’ The barber hurriedly retraced his steps. ‘Sorry, sir,’ he mumbled. ‘Wrong room. My apologies. Enjoy yer bath.’ As he shut the door, he grimaced. If ever a man was in need of a shave and haircut, that man was.

Eli was trembling, his appearance the last thing on his mind. He had to get out of here, quick. He didn’t even dry himself off before pulling on his clothes. As he left he ripped the report from the newspaper and stuffed it in his pocket.

He had no other choice at that moment but to return to the shack; once there he hoped to gather his thoughts, formulate some kind of plan. The journey back was fraught with fear that he would be recognised but thankfully he was not.

Eileen spun round to face him when he burst through the door. She was so filled with joy to see him that she did not notice his agitated state.

‘Oh Eli,’ she cried. ‘I thought you’d left me.’ She rushed over and threw her arms around him burying her face in his chest.

He pushed her roughly away. ‘Can a man no’ go for a walk—’

‘A walk. Eli you’ve been gone for hours. I didn’t know what to think. I didn’t know what to do.’ She wrung her hands. ‘I . . . I was so worried.’

He stomped across the room then turned to face her. ‘Has anyone been here?’ he demanded.

‘Here? No, why? Oh, only the farmer. . .’

He leapt over and grabbed her arm. ‘What did he want?’ He shook her. ‘What did he want, Eileen?’

She eyed him alarmed. ‘Just wanted to know what we were doing here. That’s all.’

‘And what did yous say?’

She flinched at his savage tone. ‘Just said we took shelter for the night.’

‘Nothing more?’

‘No.’ She eyed him worriedly. ‘Eli, what’s wrong?’

‘Nothing,’ he spat. ‘But in future if anyone asks after me just keep your trap shut. I don’t like people knowing my business.’

As she stared at him her lips tightened. ‘He did ask if we were looking for work,’ she said softly. ‘He needs a man, Eli, and he said if you’re interested—’

‘Farm work!’ he erupted. ‘Me?’

‘It is work, Eli. Work of any kind isn’t to be sneezed at. If you took the job he says we can have this house.’

‘House!’ He flung his arms wide. ‘It’s no more than a shed.’

‘Oh, it’s not that bad, Eli,’ she coaxed. She moved towards him and tentatively laid her hand on his arm. ‘It wouldn’t hurt to stay here for a while, would it? We . . . you could still make for London. But you’d have some money in your pocket. I could fix this place up. I could make it quite homely,’ she enthused. ‘I could dig a patch of garden and grow some vegetables. Maybe get a couple of chickens. He’s a nice man, the farmer. I think you’d like him. Think about it, Eli. It wouldn’t be forever.’

He stared at her hard, turned from her and ran his fingers over his beard. Eileen, in her innocence, was handing him a solution. This was just the cover he needed. The police or Jimmy McCraven’s relatives would never dream to look for him here. The passing of time dulled people’s memories. Other events would happen in the interim to fill their thoughts if he himself did nothing in the meantime.

He inwardly smiled. Dougie Smilie, a lowly farm worker. It was laughable. But if he kept a low profile, and his beard and hair long, hopefully he’d not be recognised. Several years hiding here with Eileen, however much he resented it, was better than the alternative.

‘I’ll go and see this farmer,’ he said grudgingly.

‘You will!’ Eileen gasped.

She watched as he headed for the door. Her delight at his decision was far more than she dared show. She would need to put down some roots, make some sort of home for the baby she had suspected for a week or so now was growing within her.

 



The sound of terrified screaming split the air. Eileen spun round and her jaw dropped in horror at the sight of Eli storming out of the shack. In his outstretched hand he held their four-year-old daughter upside down by one leg. The child was screaming hysterically.

‘Can’t yous control this wean?’ he shouted, incensed.

She dropped the armful of wet washing she was pegging out, rushed forward and wrenched her distraught daughter from his grasp. Turning her right way up, Eileen hugged her protectively. ‘There, there, poppet,’ she soothed. ‘Daddy didn’t mean to hurt you.’

Eli thrust his face into Eileen’s. ‘I did! I told yous when it was born that it was your responsibility. Yous should have done what I said and got rid of it. It’s nothing but a bloody menace.’

‘Oh, Eli, please, she’s just a child.’

He clenched his fists and stuck one under her chin, pushing her head back. ‘Yeah, the Devil’s. Now I’m telling yous, keep her out my sight. She makes me feel sick.’

Eileen’s shoulders sagged despairingly as Eli turned and marched back towards the shack. ‘Aren’t you going to work?’ she called after him hopefully.

He stopped abruptly in the doorway and turned to face her. ‘Does it bloody look like I am? You stupid woman!’

Eileen glanced over at him, mouth set grimly. He looked in dire need of a good wash from head to foot. No, more than a wash – a scrub with a hard brush. His grubby threadbare long  johns were sagging at the seat: there were holes in the knees. She had just about given up trying to get them off him. She wondered if he realised that he smelt. He was far from pleasant to get in beside of a night on their straw shakedown.

Eileen sighed forlornly. Falling in love with Eli had been easy and giving herself to him had seemed the most natural thing in the world. When she had told him she was pregnant she’d thought he would share in her delight. After all, they had far more than some couples: a home in which to raise the baby, albeit a run-down shack, but Eileen was working hard on improvements; Eli had a job and his employer was not a mean man – in fact he and his wife had been more than generous towards them. The only hard part had been keeping their unmarried status a secret. Eli was against a union, wouldn’t even talk on the matter. This had hurt and bewildered Eileen but at least he hadn’t abandoned her, for which she had been eternally grateful.

Her pregnancy had not been easy, when the baby had finally arrived the marks it carried were of no consequence to Eileen. On her part she felt total love. But not so for Eli. He could hardly bring himself to look at his child. Eileen did her best to coax him into fatherhood, but he wanted no part in it. It was her child. She had decided to have it and against his wishes. He supplied their daughter with food, what more did she want?

His utter dismissal of his daughter hurt Eileen beyond belief and as the years passed the situation did not improve. Her life became a constant battle to keep the child away from him, doing whatever she could so as not to arouse his temper.

Try as she might she could not fathom his glaring resentment of all around him. He was like a caged animal desperate for freedom. But, why was he so discontented when he had so many things men would envy? She dare not voice her fears or ask questions, she did not relish the threat of his fist. She had  already made that mistake more than once before and she had learned her lesson.

‘But, Eli, Mr Ruddle’ll be expecting you,’ she said keeping her voice light.

His face reddened angrily. ‘Yous listen to me and listen good. I ain’t naebody’s lackey. That Jonas Ruddle must think I’m an idiot, working my guts out for the pittance he pays. I’ve had enough. I’m no’ working any more unless I get a decent wage. Got that? Now, I’m going back to bed and I dunna want disturbing so keep her quiet!’ Without further ado he turned and marched back inside the shack, slamming the door behind him.

She hugged the still weeping child even closer and kissed the top of her plain little forehead. ‘There, there, my darling. Daddy didn’t mean to hurt you, really he didn’t.’

‘He did,’ sniffed Tilda. ‘He’s always doing it.’ She raised her eyes and looked straight into her mother’s. ‘Why doesn’t he like me, Mam?’

Eileen stared at her beloved child. How could she ever tell Tilda of her father’s true feelings when she didn’t understand them herself. All she hoped was that her own love made up for the lack of her father’s affection.

Brushing aside Tilda’s question she kissed her tenderly on the cheek. ‘Have you fed the chickens?’

Tilda shook her head.

‘I thought not,’ Eileen playfully scolded. ‘No feed, no eggs. No eggs, no what, Tilda?’

Tilda wiped her hand under her nose and grinned. ‘No food for us.’

‘That’s right. Now run along. Then you can come with me to gather sticks for the fire.’

She smiled as her daughter turned to go. ‘Eh, just a minute, you’ve your dress tucked in your breeches.’ She caught hold of  her daughter and straightened her clothes then frowned quizzically as she heard something rustle inside her pinafore pocket.

‘What’s that?’

Tilda stared at her blankly. ‘Nothing, Mam,’ she said defensively.

‘Tilda.’

‘It ain’t nothing, Mam. Just some paper. I found it, honest. I was gonna put it in my treasure box.’

Intrigued, Eileen eyed her. ‘Can Mammy see it?’

Tilda thought for a moment then nodded, delved into her pinafore pocket and pulled forth a folded yellowing piece of newspaper.

Eileen carefully examined it. As she read, a deep puzzled frown formed on her brow. ‘Where did you get this, Tilda?’ she asked. When she received no reply she raised her eyes. Her daughter, head bowed, hands clasped behind her back, was digging her toes into the dirt and watching them uncomfortably. ‘Tilda. Where did you get this?’

She raised her head guiltily.

‘Tilda, please tell Mammy where you got this?’

‘Daddy’s pocket,’ she whispered, so low it was hardly audible.

‘Pardon, Tilda? I didn’t hear you.’

She rubbed her disfigured arm guiltily, then pulled down her sleeve to hide it. ‘Daddy’s pocket,’ she repeated louder.

Eileen stroked her chin thoughtfully. Eli’s pocket. What was he doing keeping a newspaper cutting reporting a murder? Admittedly it was to do with Glasgow, his home town, maybe that was the reason. She realised Tilda was still staring up at her and smiled reassuringly.

‘Go and feed the chickens, darlin’.’

‘Will . . . will Daddy hit me, Mammy?’

Eileen took hold of her daughter’s hand. ‘No, I’ll put it  back before he misses it. But don’t go through his pockets again, there’s a love, or next time he just might,’ she warned. There was no ‘might’ about it, she thought. Should Eli find out either of them had been near his pockets, both would receive a beating to within an inch of their lives.

She watched absently as Tilda went to fetch the bowl of chicken feed then disappeared around the back of the cottage to complete her task. For a moment Eileen’s heart swelled with love for her little daughter, then her thoughts returned to the piece of newspaper in her hand and she studied it again. Several things were niggling her. One was the date. The report said the murder had taken place around the time she’d met Eli. The second that the murderer was still at large. The third . . . Her eyes stared at the artist’s impression. Suddenly she jumped as the shack door opened and Eli loomed.

‘I cannae sleep. Get me some food.’ His eyes travelled to the piece of newspaper. ‘What’s that?’ he demanded.

‘Oh, er . . . nothing, Eli,’ she said, screwing up the paper inside her hand.

‘What do yous mean, nothing,’ he hissed, advancing towards her. ‘When I ask a question, I want an answer.’ He caught hold of her arm and wrenched open her hand, grinning sarcastically. ‘Yous shouldna keep secrets from me, Eileen. I dinnae like secrets.’ He thrust her away and unscrewed the piece of newspaper. His face paled alarmingly, then blackened in thunder. ‘Where did yous get this?’ he demanded savagely.

At the sound of his tone Eileen stepped back, fear suddenly filling her. Her mouth opened but no words came out.

‘I said, where did yous get this?’ He caught hold of her arm and pulled her close. ‘And you’d better answer me, woman.’

‘I . . . I . . . found it.’

‘Found it?’ he spat. ‘You liar! You’ve bin in my pockets. I’ve told yous never to touch my pockets.’ He let go of her arm and  brought his hand crashing down across her face. The blow knocked her to the ground and she screamed out in pain.

Stunned by the blow, Eileen stared up at him, terrified. Many times she had been on the receiving end of his fists, nursed countless injuries, but never before had she seen quite such a look in his eye. Why was he so incensed about an old newspaper report? Her mind raced frantically as he loomed above her. Then suddenly the truth hit her with such force it took her breath away and she gasped for air. He was so incensed because it was about himself. He was the man the paper talked about. That was the only answer. The artist’s impression. Without his mane of hair and thick beard, the face was Eli’s. It was the cold look in his eyes now that clinched it for her.

She momentarily shut her own eyes as an overwhelming feeling of doom settled upon her. Their whole time together had been one living lie. He had used her. That was all she had ever been to him, a shield to hide behind. Her love for him had meant nothing. The police had been looking for a single man, not one travelling with a woman and subsequently eking out a living in the depths of the countryside with a supposed wife and now child.

The fine thread between love and hate suddenly snapped as all the suffering she had endured through simply loving him boiled over.

‘It’s you,’ she blurted. She raised herself up on all fours, staggered upright and backed away from him, wagging a finger. ‘You’re a murderer, aren’t you, Eli? You are aren’t you? You used me. You used me and our daughter for cover to save your own precious neck.’

A wicked grin spread across his face. ‘So what if I did? What if I am this murderer you accuse me of being? What do yous propose to do about it? Go to the police? Well, yous do and I’ll kill yous too!’

He began to walk towards her, face contorted in anger, an insane glint in his eyes.

Terrified, her eyes darted. To the side of her was a fallen branch. She snatched it up and waved it menacingly. ‘Don’t come near me, Eli, I’m warning you. . .’ From the corner of her eye she spotted Tilda appearing around the side of the shack. Fear for her daughter’s life was her only consideration. ‘Run, Tilda, run,’ she screamed.

Thinking this was just another row between her mam and dad, Tilda fled towards the shack, rushed inside and slammed shut the door.

In the momentary distraction, Eli seized his chance. He grabbed hold of Eileen’s wrist and wrenched the branch from her. She eyed him in horror, seeing the murderous look on his face. He was going to kill her. She froze. If Eli did away with her what would become of Tilda? Eileen had no doubt he would kill his daughter too. She sprang into action, kicking her legs and beating her free hand against his chest.

He just stood and laughed. ‘Don’t fight, Eileen. Yous are no match for me.’

She shrank in terror. ‘Eli,’ she wailed. ‘I’ll take Tilda and go. You won’t hear from us again.’

His eyes filled with malice. ‘Oh, and yous expect me to believe that? I’ve just spent the last five years of my life watching my back. I don’t intend doing that any more. This is your own fault. Yous should never have gone through me pockets.’
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