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For my husband, whose patient encouragement and faith in this work remained when my own had failed. Thank you, sweetheart.


Chapter One

‘Phoebe Pardoe, I find you guilty of wilful theft. I order you to be taken to a place of imprisonment where you will serve a term of fifteen years’ hard labour.’

Phoebe pushed the soiled rags into the hot tub, wincing as the soda bit into the raw flesh of her hands.

‘. . . you be taken to a place of detention . . .’

She scrubbed the rags against the ribbed wooden board, the menstrual blood of her fellow inmates turning the water red.

‘. . . fifteen years’ hard labour . . .’

The words circled endlessly in her brain as they had for the past eight months.

‘. . . guilty of wilful theft . . .’

‘Put yer back into it, Pardoe!’

Phoebe gasped as the slim wooden cane sliced across her shoulders.

‘. . . them bleedin’ jam rags won’t wash themselves – or p’raps you ain’t used to washin’? Yeah, I forgot you once ’ad a laundry woman to do yer washin’ for you. Well, you ain’t got one now, you bloody thief, so get stuck in or you’ll be sorry.’

Phoebe’s teeth tightened on her lip; she knew better than to answer back to Sally Moreton, superintendent of the laundry. Built like a man, her mouth was twisted up at the side due to some childhood illness, and her insides were twisted to match. Beating other women seemed the only source of pleasure she had, the cane she carried cutting into their flesh on the merest excuse, and often without any at all.

Squeezing the strips of cloth and dropping them into a cane basket, Phoebe pushed against her hair with a hand as bloody as the rags she had just scrubbed, then picking up the basket she carried it to one of the steaming boilers, dropping her load inside. Now she could take a recently removed batch to the yard and peg them on the lines stretched between the buildings. These were the only moments in her long days that she looked forward to. To see the sky, to feel the clean air on her face, to hear a bird sing . . .

‘Leave them!’ Sally Moreton’s cane came down across Phoebe’s raw hands, her cruel piggy eyes gleaming at the scream of pain it brought forth. ‘Martha can peg them out. We don’t want to risk yer delicate constitution by sending you out into the cold air, now do we?’

‘But I always do the pegging out!’ The thought of not going outside, even for the few minutes it took to peg the strips of torn sheeting to the lines, made Phoebe forget what so many blows of that cane had taught her. ‘Martha does . . .’

The stinging cut of the cane across her mouth stilled the rest of the protest, sending Phoebe crashing backward against the cauldron of bubbling soapy water.

‘Martha does what I tell ’er.’ The cane rose again, swishing downward across Phoebe’s legs, cutting through the worn grey calico. ‘Same as all the rest of the thievin’, murderin’ scum in this place – same as you will, Miss High and Mighty Phoebe Pardoe! An’ if you answer me back one more time you might find yerself missin’ a tongue to answer back with. Now get that lot in.’ Lashing out with her foot, she tipped over another basket of soiled cloths, stained crimson against the stone floor. ‘An’ get ’em clean. I don’t want to see no mark on ’em when I come to inspect.’

‘You better be ready to play tonight, you stuck up bitch!’

Liza Spittle dropped a fresh basket of laundry at Phoebe’s feet as the superintendent moved away. ‘Or Steel Arsed Sal might find a bundle of these pushed up a chimney somewhere.’

‘She wouldn’t . . .’

‘Believe me,’ Liza cut in, the beetroot birthmark staining the left side of her face seeming to swell suddenly as though about to burst, ‘that wouldn’t stop ’er usin’ that cane if we was to give her a good excuse. Loves to use the cane does Steel Arse. It’s ’er only pleasure. Does for ’er what no bloke would – not wi’ a face like that.’

‘You’re disgusting!’

‘Am I?’ Liza’s large hand grabbed the basket Phoebe had lifted and, bundling several stained cloths together, she shoved them beneath the hessian sack tied about her middle. ‘So tonight will mek two of us, won’t it?’

The rest of the long day stretched out between jibes and advice as to how to please Liza, but there was no sympathy, that was something these women had had removed from them as cleanly as amputation severed a limb. Please God, Phoebe prayed when at nine p.m. the one gaslamp was turned off, leaving the dormitory in darkness, please God don’t let her come near me. But instinct told her that God was not listening.

‘So, you’ve decided to be nice to Liza, ’ave you?’

Liza Spittle sat on the side of Phoebe’s narrow mattress, her approach from the far end of the line of ten tight-spaced beds lost among the snuffles and coughs of the women who filled them.

The dim light from outside had faded almost to extinction by the time it touched the beds but Phoebe did not need light to tell her who sat beside her; the rancid stale fish smell that always accompanied Liza, despite the compulsory baths with carbolic soap, told her her prayers had gone unheeded.

‘I thought as ‘’Ow you’d see sense . . .’

Liza bent forward, one broad hand pulling away the rough woollen blanket, the miasmic stench of her closing Phoebe’s throat.

‘Leave me alone,’ she choked, swallowing the smell of the other woman. ‘Please, leave me alone.’

Liza snatched the blanket further down, revealing white calico a pale shadow in the darkness. ’Is that what you said to the bobbies when they come fer you, or did you let ’em do this?’ One hand undid the row of flat calico-covered buttons while the other pressed heavily on Phoebe’s shoulder, the snores and moans from the other beds indicating that none of the other women cared what was happening. ‘In fer thievin’, ain’t you?’ The nightgown opened to the waist, the older woman pulled it wide. ‘A necklace so I ’ear, a very valible necklace . . . Look good over these pretty tits I’ve no doubt. Did the bobbies tell you you’ve got pretty tits? Did they feel ’em like Liza’s doin’?’ A scaly-skinned hand closed over Phoebe’s breast.

‘Stop . . . please!’ Tears poured down Phoebe’s cheeks, salting her lips. ‘Please stop.’

Liza bent forward, the stale fish smell of her gagging the girl beneath her. ‘You’ll be a-sayin’ please again soon enough but you won’t be a-sayin’ stop. You’ll be begging Liza to go on . . .’

‘Somebody’ll be beggin’ but it won’t be ’er.’

The voice was a hiss in the darkness as Liza was jerked from the bed and flung face down on the floor.

‘I told you to leave the kid be, keep yer filthy paws off ’er!’

One hand pressed to her mouth to stop the vomit spilling out, the other holding the edges of her nightgown together, Phoebe recognised the tones of Tilly Wood; serving a life sentence, the gaunt-featured woman was the only soul in the whole prison who had shown her the faintest semblance of kindness in all of the eight months she had spent in this hell hole.

‘Seems as ‘’Ow you don’t understand plain English . . .’

Suddenly there were no snores, no groans. The silence from the other beds announced that each woman was awake and listening though none moved.

‘. . . well, Liza Spittle, I can mek it plainer fer you . . .’

Lifting herself on one elbow, Phoebe peered through the gloom. Tilly Wood had one knee between Liza’s shoulder blades with both hands cupped beneath the woman’s chin, forcing her head back.

‘Play yer dirty bloody games wi’ any other of the pissants you fancies but this one you leaves be, an’ if you doesn’t then you’s goin’ to be found behind one o’ them bilers wi’ a jam rag stuck in yer gob!

‘Y’see, Liza, I ain’t got nuthin’ to lose – I’m already behind these bars fer life an’ there ain’t nuthin’ Steel Arse or the likes of ’er can do to me they ain’t already done in ten years. That’s a long time, Liza, but you put one more finger on that wench, just one finger, and you’ll be ’ere for eternity.

‘Oh, you knows I pushed my swine of a man down the stairs, they told you that did the wardresses, but what they didn’t tell you was I broke ’is neck fust. It didn’t tek much . . .’

Pressing her knee further into Liza’s back, she pulled the chin upward, bringing a strangled cry from the woman on the floor. ‘Just a quick jerk and the spine was broke at the base of the neck. You don’t ’ave to be no big bloke to do that, Liza, you just need to spend yer life fightin’ off ten brothers an’ a bloke you wus never married to in fust place.’ The cupped hands jerked again. ‘It would be easy, Liza, an’ pleasurable, an’ you would never know when it was comin’, so if you wants to live long enough to get out of ’ere, you’ll think on what I says . . . leave this ’un be!’

Rising, Tilly waited while Liza picked herself up and slunk back to bed, hearing the disappointed grunts coming from the shadows; there were many in the room who would have welcomed the snapping of Liza Spittle’s neck.

‘’Er won’t mess wi’ you any more,’ Tilly said, covering Phoebe with the blanket, then louder, ‘’cos Tilly Wood don’t tell the Good Lord ’isself more’n twice.’

I order you be taken to a place of imprisonment where you will serve a term of fifteen years.

Lying in the darkness, Phoebe knew her life would not stretch that far.

How had this happened to her? Phoebe closed her eyes, letting the darkness press against her lids, and in that darkness saw again the summer ball and herself in a pink rose-trimmed gown dancing with Montrose. Montrose Wheeler, son of Gaskell Wheeler, owner of the Monway Iron Foundry, had asked for her hand in marriage and her father had agreed. The ceremony had been planned to take place at Christmas, Montrose vowing he could hardly bear to wait until then. He was so handsome and tall, his sandy hair and light blue eyes so different from the coarse overfed features of his father or his thin, sharp-faced mother. Who would have dreamed that an evening so warm with music and moonlight, so soft with the promise of love, would be the last time she would see her fiancé, for in the space of weeks her own father lay dead and with his death all her own hopes were extinguished.

‘It’s bad news I’m afraid, my dear.’ Alfred Dingley, her father’s doctor and friend, had come to Brunswick House to tell her himself of the accident in which her father’s chaise fell to the bottom of a vertical pit. Old mine workings, the coroner had said. Wednesbury was riddled with them and dangerous shafts regularly opened without warning.

The funeral had been a week later, a family affair with just her father’s brother Samuel and sister Annie, no one being left of her dead mother’s family.

Against the darkness of her lids, Phoebe saw again the finely drawn face of Uncle Samuel, a carbon copy of her own father, and the sad blue eyes that seemed to know more than they revealed. Phoebe realised it was the only time she had ever seen her uncle outside the house he shared with his sister, and even on her rare visits to them she was never left alone with him: ‘Because of his stone deafness, dear,’ was what she was always told when she had asked the reason he never went out, an answer that even as a child she’d found unconvincing. Her Aunt Annie in her customary black, shrouded in the perennial air of bitterness Phoebe had recognised from an early age, sat straight-backed in the carriage that followed the hearse, black-plumed horses walking slowly to St Bartholomew’s Church and her father’s final resting place.

His death had been a blow but there had been worse in store for her, much worse. The reading of Abel Pardoe’s will took place in the drawing room of his home, Brunswick House, the following afternoon. James Siveter, her father’s lawyer, in a long old-fashioned tail coat that gave him the appearance of a crow, rose from his seat at her father’s heavy oak desk, ushering Phoebe to a chair beside her aunt. His impassive face as he resumed his seat betrayed nothing of what was to come.

‘“I, Abel Pardoe, being of sound mind . . .”’

Siveter’s expressionless voice droned on through the bequests to servants, only changing when he came to her father’s provision for Phoebe herself.

‘“Next I come to my beloved daughter, Phoebe Mary Pardoe. By the time of my death you will have been Mrs Montrose Wheeler for many years and as such mistress of your own home and in need of nothing. Therefore I leave you what you have always had and enjoyed: my love.

‘“Lastly, to my brother Samuel, and my sister Annie who has imprisoned him for the last forty years – to you, Annie Maria Pardoe, I bequeath the sum of one thousand pounds annually and the house you live in for your lifetime. To my brother Samuel Isaac Pardoe I bequeath this house and all its contents together with Hobs Hill Coalmine, Dangerfield Lane, the Crown coalmine, Moxley, and all lands, property, goods and monies pertaining to me. May God give you the courage to use them to buy the freedom I never had the courage to give you.”’

The numbness she had felt since her father’s death shielded Phoebe from the full impact of what the lawyer had said and she sat there while her aunt ushered him out. Mrs Banks, their cook-housekeeper, offered to help her upstairs.

Now, opening her eyes, Phoebe stared at the moon-filled squares of the windows, their regimented line like the yellow eyes of demons about to strike, while in the shadowed belly of the room figures from her nightmare continued to move.

‘You understand, Phoebe, Uncle Samuel needs continual quiet. To have a young girl about the place, especially one with the comings and goings of a fiancé, would be much too upsetting for him,’ her aunt had said not two weeks later. ‘Therefore I am asking you to make other arrangements.’

‘But Uncle Samuel is already in continual quietness, is he not, Aunt?’ Phoebe remembered her own answer and the fulminating look that crossed the older woman’s face as she added, ’Is he not chronically deaf?’

‘And are you not chronically rude?’ her aunt had retorted waspishly, then drawing black gloves over thin stick-like fingers, drove home her winning blow. ‘I want you out of this house by one week from today, and be sure you take nothing that was paid for by your father.’

‘But Father paid for everything,’ Phoebe had protested. ‘My clothes . . . everything.’

Her aunt moved to the door, waiting while the maid opened it. ‘Then you will have less to carry. But your uncle would not want you to suffer any hardship. Therefore you may take two dresses and two changes of underwear, and to be certain you take no more, I will send my own housekeeper to pack them.’

‘Surely I may take my jewellery?’

‘All paid for by my brother, therefore part of his estate and now part of Samuel’s.’

‘Not all.’ Phoebe followed the spare grey-haired woman, whom for all their family connection she hardly knew, out into the late-autumn sunshine. ‘I have several pieces left me by my mother.’

Annie Pardoe did not hesitate in climbing into her pony trap. ‘Paid for, no doubt, by my brother.’ Picking up the reins, she clucked the horse forward. ‘Unless you have a deed of gift you will be wise to leave any such pieces where they are.’

Phoebe concentrated hard on the tiny moon-filled spaces, willing the nightmare memories to go away, but on they went, passing before her eyes like some awful dance. She had been writing to Montrose when the Wheelers’ carriage had arrived from Oakeswell Hall, and she had felt so relieved. Montrose had obviously been informed of what had happened and was arranging for her to be moved to his parents’ home until after their marriage. Grabbing her bonnet and smiling at her maid, Lucy Baines, Phoebe rushed out of the house.

‘Miss Pardoe . . .’

The formality of the greeting from Montrose’s mother did not surprise Phoebe who had always found the woman cold if not positively unfriendly; neither did the absence of her husband who would be at his place of business at this hour of the day.

‘Miss Pardoe,’ Violet Wheeler sat stiff-backed facing Phoebe, ‘have you written to my son informing him of your situation?’

‘No.’ Phoebe shook her head, wondering how such a sharp-featured, cold-natured woman could ever have been given the name of so lovely a flower.

‘I thought perhaps you may not have, therefore I myself informed Montrose of your position. Under the circumstances I must inform you there can be no question of a marriage between you. As an officer in the Guards Montrose must be seen to make a good marriage – he cannot afford to tie himself to a wife unable to bring with her a good social standing.’

Phoebe remembered the physical sickness that had come over her at these words; how she had stuffed a gloved hand into her mouth.

‘I know this must come as a disappointment to you,’ Violet Wheeler went on with no more compassion than if she had been wishing her young visitor a pleasant walk about the gardens, ‘but both Montrose’s father and myself agree that it is for the best.’

Of course it was for the best – the best for Montrose.

‘And your son, Mrs Wheeler,’ Phoebe had managed, swallowing the sickness filling her throat, ‘does he also think that breaking off our marriage is for the best?’

‘Montrose will take the advice of his father,’ Violet Wheeler’s sharp features tightened, her nostrils flaring with controlled anger, ‘whilst you would be wise to take mine and say no more than that you feel unable to go through with the marriage so soon after your father’s death.’

Phoebe turned her head sideways, staring into the darkness of a room she shared with nine other women. In the space of three weeks she was orphaned, homeless and jilted. Violet Wheeler had said her son must have a wife who could bring with her a good social standing. What she really meant was Montrose must have a wife with a good financial standing.

Three days after Aunt Annie’s visit her housekeeper Maudie Tranter arrived to supervise the packing of two dresses and two sets of underwear in a large carpet bag.

‘Miss Annie says I am to see that all wardrobes and cupboards are locked in my presence and that I am to take the keys back with me.’ The woman looked apologetically at Phoebe. ‘She also said I was to take your jewellery box . . . I am sorry, Miss Pardoe, but that was what she said and I have to do it or lose my position.’

‘Please don’t worry, Mrs Tranter,’ Phoebe had tried to reassure the woman, ‘no one is blaming you, of course you must do as my aunt says.’

‘I’ve made an inventory of everything in that box,’ said Abel Pardoe’s own housekeeper who had watched the packing. ‘That sees us all safeguarded, Mrs Tranter. Your mistress can’t go saying as how anything has gone astray. Tell her this sealing tape was set around the box in your presence and this here is the inventory I spoke of with a copy already sent to Lawyer Siveter’s chambers in the High Street for her to check by.’

Fanny Banks’s quick fingers passed brown sealing tape three times around the box before handing it to Annie’s housekeeper. ‘Now, as you’ve seen to all you came for, you best be off back to that crow you call your employer. As for me, I’ll be leavin’ when Miss Phoebe do.’

With Fanny Banks treading on her brown skirts, Maudie Tranter dropped Phoebe a quick bob and disappeared from the room, her footsteps almost at a run on the polished wood of the corridor and stairs.

Phoebe herself had left the next day, bidding goodbye to a tearful Mrs Banks who was joining her sister in Chester and a defiant Lucy who vowed to ‘go into the workhouse rather than work for that sour-faced prune, Annie Pardoe’.

Try as she might Phoebe had never been able to remember more than walking down the long tree-lined drive away from the large house that had been her home since birth. She knew only that somehow or other she had walked the three miles across open grassland to Hobs Hill coalmine. There Joseph Leach had half carried her into the tiny brick building he called ‘the office’. Injured in an explosion underground years before, her father had kept him on ostensibly as tally keeper, though the times her father had taken Phoebe with him on his regular visits to the pithead it seemed Joseph oversaw just about everything. Prising the carpet bag from her fingers, he sat her on the one chair, listening as tears and words poured from her.

‘Joe . . . Joe . . .’

Even now, in the quiet of a prison cell punctured only by the breathing of its occupants, the shout seemed to throb against her ears.

‘Joe . . . there’s bin a cave in!’

‘Christ Almighty!’ Joseph Leach turned for the door as it burst open.

‘Joe.’ A figure black from head to foot with coal dust, the white circles around his eyes the only patch of colour, announced, ‘There’s bin a fall – roof gone.’

‘Where?’ Joe asked tersely, all thoughts of Phoebe gone from his mind.

‘North tunnel.’

‘Bugger it!’ he rasped. ‘I knew that bastard would go, I said it would. Who’s down there?’

‘Manny Evans’s gang.’ The begrimed figure made no acknowledgement of Phoebe’s presence.

‘Eight men,’ Joseph said instantly, with no reference to anything other than his own sharp brain. ‘Right, you send young Billy for the doctor then meet me at the mouth.’

After that the girl was forgotten as Joseph organised the rescue.

Though no sound from the pit head told the women of the town what had occurred, the sight of the doctor’s trap following the path across the heath told its own story and soon they stood just beyond the green-painted wooden gates with her father’s name painted tall and white across them – Phoebe could see them clearly from the small office, women with chequered shawls about their heads, each face chalky with fear.

‘How many, Joseph?’ Alfred Dingley jumped from the trap, a black Gladstone bag in his hand.

‘Eight, sir. Emanuel Evans, Evan Gittins, Charlie Norton and ’is lad Tommy, Sam Deeley, David Walker, Ben Corns and Meshac Speke.’ Joseph reeled off the names as he swept papers and ledgers from the table that almost filled the office, clearing a space for the doctor to work on any injured men.

‘Where?’

‘North tunnel about thirty yards in. We can get to about ten yards of ’em at a guess. I’ve got a gang in now clearin’ rest, but the shorin’s be weak. We got to watch rest of roof don’t come in atop of ’em.’

‘You are sure there are no more than eight?’

Joseph had pointed to a line of nails hammered into the brick wall of the office, each bearing a round metal plate the size of a penny. ‘Tokens be all in an’ Davy’s be all gone for North tunnel an’ there be nobody else in that part o’ the mine. I’ll ’ave the tokens checked again though, if you wants, for the other seams?’

‘No need.’ Alfred Dingley glanced at the wall where the Davy lamps were hung as each man checked in when coming from underground.

Phoebe ran out into the yard after the two men as a shout of ‘They’m through’ rang out, watching them make for the mouth of the mine. Her offer of help went unanswered.

Slowly, the iron cage was winched again and again to the surface, the cries of the women reaching across the yard as they recognised their men, but each in his turn waited for the raising of the cage until the last survivor, Charlie Norton, stepped out, his fifteen-year-old son carried in his arms.

In the darkness, Phoebe threw an arm across her face, desperate to obliterate the screams of the lad’s mother. They had been lucky, Joseph had said later, but what use was that to Sally Norton?

‘You did very well.’ Dr Dingley had smiled at Phoebe as the last of the men’s cuts were washed and bandaged. ‘Now you’d better let me take you home, my girl.’

But Phoebe had refused, saying she preferred to walk, not wanting to admit the truth of having no home and Joseph said nothing of what she had told him.

‘You’d better cum along o’ me,’ he said, watching the doctor drive horse and trap through the gates, ‘my Sarah’ll know what to do.’

And she had, leastways until Annie Pardoe landed on her doorstep.

It hadn’t taken long. A fresh ripple of anger swept over Phoebe and she flung her arm from her face as if fending off an enemy. News had a way of travelling fast and it was news in the town that Sarah Leach had taken in Abel Pardoe’s daughter. Days from the cave-in at Hobs Hill mine her aunt had driven down to the Leachs’ cottage and marched in. The whole thing was over before it began: the house was part of Samuel’s legacy, as were most others in this area, her aunt said, and either Phoebe went or they did – and with them Joseph’s job at the mine.

‘Yer father was good to me, I can’t turn me back on ’is wench.’

Joseph’s protest at her leaving echoed in Phoebe’s mind. He and his family were reluctant to see her go but as Sarah admitted, jobs were hard come by, especially for ‘a bloke wi’ a bad leg’.

Phoebe stared upward. The light against the windows was changing as her life had changed, but where the sky was brightening her life grew ever darker. Turning on to her side she closed her eyes, squeezing the lids tight, fighting away a memory she could not escape . . . fifteen years’ hard labour.


Chapter Two

Phoebe breathed deeply, savouring the warm July air, not wanting to return to the stifling steam-filled prison laundry. Last night had been only one more in a long line of sleepless nights but Liza Spittle’s visit to her bed had left her terrified, too afraid to sleep even after Tilly Wood had half throttled the woman. Phoebe pegged the last cloth to the line, her hand shaking. Liza wasn’t the sort to give in easily, sooner or later she would try again.

‘Thinkin’ of doin’ a runner, Pardoe?’

Sally Moreton stood in the doorway of the laundry, the long cane swishing alongside her skirts.

Phoebe picked up the empty basket.

‘Wait!’

The order cracked across the yard. Phoebe stood still, watching the other woman march the length of the washing line, her cane lifting each of the cloths in turn.

‘Wot ’appened last night?’

‘Last night?’ Phoebe hedged, knowing Sally Moreton would already have been told everything.

‘Don’t play the innocent with me, you bloody thief! I want to ’ear wot ’appened.’ The cane whistled past, close to Phoebe’s ear.

‘I didn’t know anything had happened.’ She waited for the blow she knew the lie would bring. ‘We all sat as usual, mending linen after clearing the dining hall, then at eight-thirty we dispersed to the dormitories and prepared for bed. Then at nine the light was put out and everyone went to sleep – at least that is what happened in our dormitory.’

‘“At least that is what happened in our dormitory,”’ Sally Moreton mimicked, bringing the cane down again. ‘Listen to me, you little snot! If nothin’ ’appened ‘’Ow come Liza Spittle can ’ardly shift ’er ’ead on ’er neck this mornin’? An’ ‘’Ow come when ’er talks ’er sounds like a glede under a door? Got a touch of this new influenza as ’er or is it somethin’ else grabbed ’er by the throat? Somethin’ like another woman?’

The cane tapped warningly against the drab grey skirts of the laundry superintendent. Phoebe knew that it would take very little to bring it lashing across her face.

‘Lost yer tongue, ’ave yer?’ Sally Moreton grinned, showing large uneven teeth, bases blackening with decay. ‘You nearly lost a lot more last night. ’Ad a visit from Liza so I ’ear. Enjoy it, did you?’

Phoebe gripped the empty basket, holding it close against her as Sally Moreton stepped nearer.

‘Play wi’ these, did ’er?’ Sally’s free hand closed over Phoebe’s breast and squeezed. ‘’Er likes tits does Liza, especially young tits.’ She smiled again, bringing her face close to Phoebe’s. ‘The sort that is still firm. But it ain’t just tits satisfies Liza, ’er likes more, ’er likes a bit of what’s down ’ere . . .’ The hand holding the cane knocked the basket aside, allowing the other to press between Phoebe’s legs. ‘I know what Liza likes. We ’as the same tastes if you see what I mean!’

Dropping the basket, Phoebe pushed the woman, causing her to take several steps backward. ‘You disgust me!’ she spat.

‘So I disgust you, do I?’ Sally Moreton brought the cane to rest against the palm of her left hand, eyeing the girl whose mouth was still swollen from yesterday’s blow. It was going to be more than her mouth would be swollen this time! ‘Did Liza disgust you an’ all . . . could it be we ain’t good enough for Miss ’Igh and Mighty Pardoe? Or is it Tilly Wood ’as staked a claim?’

‘Tilly Wood isn’t like that!’ Phoebe flared. ‘She hasn’t got your filthy ways . . .’ She stopped as the cane found its mark, the force of it splitting her lower lip as it threw her backward.

‘So Sally Moreton ’as filthy ways, ’as ’er?’ The cane whistled through the air, slicing across Phoebe’s shoulder. ‘’Er ain’t to yer liking.’ The cane struck again. ‘’Er disgusts you, do ’er?’ The cane flashed downward, cutting across Phoebe’s cheek, then lifted high into the air again.

‘Stop that!’ Agnes Marsh caught the superintendent’s arm, halting the blows raining on to Phoebe. ‘You bloody fool, Sally. Ain’t you got more sense than to beat the kid senseless this time o’ the day?’

‘I don’t let nobody mouth off at me!’

‘Nor you should,’ Agnes allowed, ‘but daytime ain’t the time to teach her a lesson, you should know that.’

‘No, it ain’t, Agnes.’ Sally Moreton lowered the cane, her eyes on the girl still shielding her head with her arms. ‘But it won’t always be daytime, will it? Then this one will really find out what it means to mouth off at Sally Moreton.’

‘That’s it, Sally.’ Agnes Marsh, deputy superintendent of the prison laundry, released the woman’s arm. ‘Do what you like in the dark – that way there’s nobody can point the finger. As fer ’er,’ she jerked her head towards Phoebe, ‘Governess ’as sent fer ’er, wants ’er upstairs.’

‘What for?’ Sally looked quickly at the woman beside her.

‘Didn’t say, just sent Mary Pegleg to say as ’er wanted to see Prisoner Pardoe in ’er office, now.’

‘You ’eard ’er.’ Sally reached out with the cane, poking Phoebe in the ribs. ‘Get yerself up there . . . an’ mind, I’ll ’ear of every word what’s said so you better be careful what you tells our new lady Governess about yer little . . . accident.’ She touched the cane to Phoebe’s bleeding mouth then stood aside. ‘Get yerself to the bathroom and wash afore you go upstairs.’

Her eyes clouded with pain Phoebe picked up the fallen basket, carrying it into the steam-filled laundry and depositing it beside her washtub. All eyes followed her as she walked from the laundry; all eyes registered the bloody mouth and weals like scarlet ribbons criss-crossing her cheek, among them the eyes of Tilly Wood.

‘Wot did ’er say?’

The evening meal of bread and potatoes finished and the dining hall cleared, the women prisoners sat at the long wooden tables, each with a piece of mending.

‘She said I wasn’t to be assigned to the laundry from now on,’ Phoebe answered in a whisper.

‘A sined? Wot does that mean?’

‘It means ’er don’t ’ave to scrub no more bloody jam rags, that’s what it means.’ Mary Pegleg, her duties as general dogsbody for the prison Governess finished for the day, sat with the others, the wooden stump attached to her left knee thrust out beneath the table. Tilly Wood looked up from her place opposite Phoebe but said nothing.

‘’Ave you bin sprung, Pardoe?’ a thin whippet-like woman asked.

‘No,’ Phoebe shook her head, ‘I am not being released.’

’Er’s goin’ into the sewin’ room.’ Mary Pegleg supplied the information with an air of importance. ‘I ’eard through the door. I ’as to sit outside Governess’s room case I’m wanted, an’ I ’eard ’er say as ‘’Ow Pardoe was to work in the sewin’ room from now on.’

‘By all the Saints in Heaven, I wish it were me!’

‘Governess ain’t that daft,’ the whippet-faced woman grinned. ‘Tek you in there an’ Christ knows ‘’Ow many would get clobbered.’

‘It’s not bloody fair! A bloke lathers the ’ide off of a woman an’ ’e gets away wi’ it. A woman ‘its a man an’ ’er finishes up doin’ twelve months in ’ell, washin’ other folks’ dirty linen.’

‘That’s true an’ all, Bridie Trow,’ came another whisper, ‘but you hit the man with a wooden stool, nearly knocking his brains out!’

‘Holy Mother o’God, an’ that’s a dirty lie.’ Bridie looked up from the sheet she was mending. ‘Oi could never ’ave knocked out the man’s brain for ’e ’ad none in ’is ’ead to start with.’

‘Hey up, Steel Arse is comin’.’

The sudden whisper stilled the women’s giggles and all heads bent to the sewing.

‘’Alf-past eight . . . pack up.’ The ever-present cane swished as the superintendent of the laundry surveyed two hundred silent women. ‘Put the sewin’ in its proper basket then prepare for bed. Each dormitory will be inspected before lights out at nine.’ She stood watching the women file silently from the hall, her eyes following the thin figure of Phoebe Pardoe.

‘So ‘’Ow come the sewin’ room . . . an’ why you?’

Hands and face washed, a rough calico nightgown swamping her stringy body, Tilly Wood sat on the end of Phoebe’s bed, the other occupants of the room covertly listening.

Phoebe glanced at her hands, encased in the white cotton gloves which Hannah Price, the prison Governess, had given her to protect them while they healed. ‘It seems Mrs Price was invited to a friend’s house at the weekend. While she was there they visited the Goose Fair at Wednesbury and Mrs Price purchased a petticoat from one of the stalls. She asked who had made it because she would like to buy more but was told that would not be possible for the girl who was responsible for the petticoat had been sent to prison in Birmingham. Being told the name “Phoebe Mary Pardoe”, the governess guessed it might be me. When I told her my home was in Wednesbury she asked to see some of the sewing I had done here in Handsworth, then she said I was to be assigned to the sewing room but my duties would not begin until my hands were healed.’

‘An’ yer face?’ Tilly asked, looking at the weals still red against the swollen flesh. ‘What ’ad the Governess to say about that?’

‘She asked what had happened. I told her it was an accident, the drying racks had slipped and caught me on the face.’

‘Best way,’ Tilly nodded. ‘This is a new government prison, it ain’t like the old ’uns with everybody packed in a single stinkin’ underground cell, an’ Hannah Price is first woman to run a prison as I know of. It will be a ’ard job keepin’ it if I know anythin’ about men – one breath about ’er bein’ unable to control we women an’ ’er’ll be out. Besides . . .’ she threw a meaningful look at Liza Spittle ‘. . . we can sort out our own problems.’

‘Find yer own bed, Tilly Wood.’ Sally Moreton strode into the long room, her cane slapping the foot of each bed as she passed. Reaching Phoebe’s, she paused. ‘Seems you ’ave more than one visitin’ yer bed at night, Pardoe.’ She touched the cane to Phoebe’s breast. ‘Already gettin’ more than tits to play with, are they? P’raps we better move you from more than the laundry.’ She smiled, showing her blackened teeth. ‘Mebbe that little room next to mine? Be nice an’ private there you would, nobody to come pawin’ you in the dark.’

In her bed, Tilly’s strong fingers tightened on the rough blanket.

‘Now the lot of you, listen!’ The cane cracked against the iron frame of each bed like a series of pistol shots as Sally Moreton proceeded to the door. ‘There’ll be no lovers’ meetin’s tonight, no moonlight walks from bed to bed . . . you ’ear that, Liza Spittle? Each of you stays put where you am now. Ignore Sally’s warnin’ an’ you’ll wish yerselves dead!’

Turning off the one gaslamp, she left.

‘Goodnight to you an all, Mrs Moreton,’ Bridie Trow called softly after the departing wardress.

‘An’ arsehole to yer warnin’,’ another voice added, just loud enough to be heard.

‘Ar, an’ you can stick yer cane up that!’ Mary Pegleg laughed in the darkness.

‘Sure, Mary, an’ that’s not the place old Steel Arse will be pushin’ ’er cane in ’er lonely room,’ Bridie Trow said crudely. ‘It’s not that ’ole she’ll be a pokin’ stick into, may the Divil an’ all ’is demons escort her into Hell!’

Tilly Wood pulled the blanket up to her chin, remembering the weals on Phoebe’s face, the broken mouth swollen to four times its size. The Devil could have Sally Moreton but it would be Tilly Wood gave her to him.

Phoebe stared at the windows high above her bed. Why had her aunt turned her out of her own home? Why after that had she ordered Joseph Leach to turn her out of his? Why did her aunt hate her so much? Why had Montrose not come to see her or even sent a note? The questions kept sleep from her.

‘. . . I find you guilty of wilful theft . . .’

The words seemed to echo through the quiet room.


‘I want you for my wife, Phoebe.’ The figure of Montrose Wheeler rose in her mind, so tall and handsome, so dashing and attentive. ‘I want to take you to London . . . to Paris . . . I want to show you off to the world . . . I love you, Phoebe, and I want you to be my wife.’


But he hadn’t loved her enough to write, he hadn’t wanted her badly enough to come for her when the home she thought hers forever had gone instead to her aunt and uncle.

And her aunt had made sure she went from it quickly, just as she had made sure she had also gone from Joseph’s home.

But Joseph had not left her entirely without help. He had taken her to see Elias Webb, a stumpy irascible man who owned property on the edge of the town.

‘I wants no truck wi’ the Pardoes,’ he had shouted, his face red and angry when Joseph told the reason for their visit. ‘It was Abel Pardoe ruined my business when he sold Monway Field to an iron merchant – pulled my mill down, ’e did, a mill I’d ground flour in all me life, ar, an’ me father afore that, an’ then she . . . Annie Pardoe . . . I wasn’t good enough fer ’er . . . wanted no mill owner fer a ’usband did that one . . . bloody stuck up bitch! No matter who got ’urt so long as it wasn’t Annie Pardoe.’

‘Then why let ’er ’urt another, Elias,’ Joseph had asked, ‘why when you can stop it?’

‘‘’Ow can my lettin’ Abel Pardoe’s wench ’ave my ’ouse ’urt that bitch of a sister of his’n?’ Elias had demanded.

’Cos your ’ouses are about the only ones left in Wednesbury as don’ belong to Pardoe or Foster or Platt, or else to folk who am beholden to ’em. Annie Pardoe not only turned ’er own brother’s wench out of ’er father’s ’ome, ’er turned ’er out o’ mine. Said if ’er didn’t go, I ’ad to – an’ lose me job at the pit an’ all. An’ if Annie Pardoe ’as seen wench off two places, what meks you think ’er will let Abel’s daughter rest in any if ’er can do anythin’ about it?’

Elias had looked at her then, Phoebe remembered, his eyes bright and calculating in his red face.

‘Why let the sins of the parents fall upon the children, Elias? Especially the sins of Annie Pardoe.’ Joseph drove home the last nail.

‘That ’un!’ Elias had almost spat the words. ‘Annie Pardoe is still the same heartless . . . done!’ He struck the table palm down. ‘You can ’ave the ’ouse but it will cost you two ’undred an’ fifty guineas . . . tek it or tek yerself off.’

Joseph had tried to get Elias to lower his price but Phoebe had agreed. To own her own house, however small, a house her aunt could not turn her out of, would be worth two hundred and fifty of the three hundred guineas her maternal grandmother had left her.

Wiggins Mill stood some way out of the town, close to its own pool. Set in a hollow, it was sheltered from the winds blowing off the open heath, the Birmingham Navigation Canal at its rear. With a scullery, kitchen, large living room and smaller parlour, three fair-sized bedrooms, together with the usual outhouses and a stable, it had become hers the following day.

And a week later Annie Pardoe had arrived.

‘And this is where you intend to live?’ she had asked, looking down her nose at the furniture which the remainder of Phoebe’s guineas had bought from John Kilvert’s pawnbroker’s shop in Union Street. ‘And what do you intend to live on?’

Refusing the offer of tea, her aunt wiped a gloved finger across the chair Phoebe indicated then refused that too.

‘. . . or is there someone prepared to keep you – for a price?’

Staring at the squares of moonlight high on the shadowed walls Phoebe felt again the heat that had risen to her face and the cold steady rise of anger in her stomach. She had despised Annie Pardoe then: before that moment she had held no real feelings for the woman who was her father’s sister, but at that moment the seed of hate was sown.

‘Aunt,’ her voice had been steady though she was taut with fury, ‘this house is my home and how I choose to make my living is my business and no one else’s. My father’s will did not name either you or Uncle Samuel my guardian, therefore you have no jurisdiction over me. That being so, you will not interfere in my affairs.’

Her aunt’s face had twisted with what Phoebe had hoped was derision but knew to be hate.

‘What do you expect people will say . . . a young woman living alone outside the town?’

‘That I’m what you already think me,’ Phoebe had answered, ‘a whore.’

Sally Moreton strode through the prison laundry, thin cane swishing beside the skirts of her grey uniform, her hair scraped back to form a knot at her neck, adding to the severity of her features.

‘Call them clean?’ She stopped at a basket of cloths, their sides ragged where they had been torn into strips.

Martha Ames looked at the cloths she had scrubbed at for over an hour. ‘They look clean to me, Mrs Moreton.’

‘Well, they don’t look clean to me. Look at ’em!’ Sally Moreton’s black-booted foot caught the wicker basket, tipping it over to one side. Poking the contents with the cane, she strewed them across the flagged floor. ‘Look at this . . .’ She ground a boot into a wet cloth. ‘An’ this . . .’ Her boot came down on another, leaving a dirty mark on each. ‘An’ wot about these?’ Hitching her skirts, she trampled the freshly scrubbed cloths, spreading a pool of water across the floor.

Martha Ames stared silently at the cloths that had had her knuckles bleeding. She knew better than to argue.

‘They’m bloody filthy!’ Sally Moreton shouted, her tall man-like frame towering over Martha. ‘Filthy, like all o’ you scum!’ She glared at the other women, watching silently. Only Tilly Wood’s eyes refused to fall before her glare. ‘We’ll ’ave ’em done again,’ she shouted, kicking the cloths across the floor, ‘we’ll ’ave the ’ole bloody lot done again. You!’ She pointed to Bridie Trow. ‘Get them boilers emptied. An’ you,’ she bawled at the ferret-faced Nellie Bladen, ‘get fresh water in them tubs. An’ you lot . . .’ she glared around the steam-filled laundry, ‘. . . you all do the same. You are going to start all over again.’

‘But, Mrs Moreton . . .’ The pale consumptive face of Nellie Bladen blanched further as the superintendent swung back to her. ‘That’ll tek the rest of the mornin’. It’ll be afternoon afore we can start washin’ agen.’

‘Are you arguin’ wi’ me?’ The cane lifted, coming down hard across Nellie’s thin shoulders.

‘Steel Arse ain’t took kindly to Phoebe Pardoe bein’ teken out of ’ere,’ a voice whispered behind Tilly Wood, ‘looks like we am all goin’ to be made to pay.’

‘When I tell you what to do, you do it . . .’ The cane rose again, coming down across Nellie’s bent back. ‘You don’t talk about it, you do it!’

Tilly’s hand tightened about the thick wooden stick she used to lift clothes from the boiling water in the huge copper.

‘You ’ear me, scum? You do it.’

Nellie was already on the floor when Sally Moreton fell across her, unconscious from the blow Tilly Wood struck to the back of her head.

‘That bastard has dealt ’er last blow.’ Tilly looked at the figure of the wardress almost covering the thin woman half-conscious beneath her. ‘Quick, you lot, ’elp me get Nellie out from under this swine.’

Bridie Trow grabbed the shoulder of the woman who seconds before had seemed set to beat Nellie Bladen to death, and heaved her aside, rolling her on to her back.

‘Christ Almighty!’ Martha Ames breathed. ‘What’ve you done, Tilly? We’ll all be done for when Sally Moreton comes to.’

‘Holy Mother an’ all the Saints.’ Bridie Trow crossed herself. ‘We’ll all be swingin’ on the end of a rope, so we will, when ’er tells Justice about this.’

‘’Er won’t be tellin’ Magistrates nor nobody else,’ Tilly said, grabbing a cloth from a basket standing ready to be taken to the washing lines in the yard. ‘Steel Arse ’as caned the last woman ’er’ll ever cane an’ spoke the last words ’er’ll ever say.’

The cloth stretched between her hands, Tilly sank to her knees at Sally Moreton’s head. ‘Sit on ’er,’ she said, looking up at the women grouped around. ‘Bridle, Martha, sit on ’er – an’ one of you watch the door.’

Then as the two women sat on the unconscious wardress, Tilly placed the folded cloth over the woman’s face and held it tightly until any sign of breathing had stopped.

‘That’s you got yer comeuppance,’ Tilly breathed, getting to her feet.

‘An’ may the Divil ’ave the dealin’ of it,’ Bridie added, crossing herself again.

‘We’ll all be meetin’ ’im when Governess sees that.’ Martha touched a foot to the dead woman. ‘We’ll all be as dead as this one.’

‘No, we won’t.’ Tilly looked at the woman on the floor. ‘Find Mary Pegleg an’ tell ’er to report to the Governess there has been an accident in the laundry . . . an’ tek your time.’

‘’Ow do we mek this look like an accident?’ Martha asked. ‘The woman’s dead.’

‘Sure an’ ’as no one ever died of an accident before?’ Bridie answered as the woman watching the door set off on her message. ‘Try holdin’ yer gob for a second, Martha Ames, an’ listen to Tilly.’

‘Leave ’er be.’ Tilly held out a hand to the women who stepped forward, about to lift the whimpering Nellie. ‘Let ’er lie. Now listen to me. Sally Moreton was tellin’ Nellie to tek the cloths outside for peggin’ out when ’er started to gasp. ’Er clutched ’er chest, staggerin’ about knockin’ that basket over, then ’er cried out, a funny stranglin’ cry in ’er throat, an’ then tumbled ’ead first over Nellie there, nearly knockin’ ’er unconscious. You two,’ she pointed to Bridie and Martha, ‘an’ meself rolled Sally over an’ called out ’er name, but gettin’ no answer thought we best send for the Governess.’

‘What d’you reckon will ’appen then?’

Tilly looked at Liza Spittle who until that moment had remained a silent observer. ‘Do you reckon as the Governess will believe you?’

‘I do.’ Tilly looked at the woman who revolted her. ‘An’ I reckon summat else, Liza, I reckon you’d better keep yer mouth shut, ’cos what Tilly Wood does once ’er can do again – only next time it will be you lyin’ there.’

‘Won’t the Governess be after sendin’ for the doctor though, Tilly?’ Bridie’s look was as anxious as her question.

‘I’m bankin’ on ’er doin’ just that,’ Tilly answered. ‘That Poor Relief doctor as looks after this place is more interested in the bottle than in patients. ’E’s drunk no matter when ’e’s sent for, be it day or night. It’s my guess ’e’ll tek one look at Sally Moreton, listen to what we tells ’im ’appened, an’ say ’er died of an ’eart attack.’

‘Amen to that,’ Martha murmured.

‘Holy Mother o’God, smile on the man an’ grant he be as drunk as a fiddler’s bitch!’ And Bridie Trow crossed herself again.


Chapter Three

‘Are you all right?’ Bridie Trow had watched Phoebe from the start of the evening meal. ‘You’ve not touched your taties other than chase ’em round the plate like a bobby after a babby.’

‘Yes . . . I’m all right.’

‘Like my arse you’re all right!’ Martha Ames popped the last of her own potatoes into her mouth, speaking as she chewed. ‘I seen you comin’ from the sewin’ room an’ you was cryin’.’

‘Cryin’!’ Tilly Wood stopped eating. ‘What about . . . ’as anybody ’ad a go at you?’

‘No.’ Phoebe didn’t look up, unable to keep more tears from filling her eyes.

‘Then what am you cryin’ for, Phoebe?’ Mary Pegleg eased her wooden leg to a more comfortable position under the long scrubbed table top.

’Er’s cryin’ for to go ’ome,’ Liza Spittle laughed, the beetroot mark on her face seeming to darken. ‘Well, you’ll cry a long time, Pardoe – about fifteen year I’d say.’

‘Shut yer gob, Liza Spittle!’ Bridie’s eyes flashed.

‘“’As anybody said summat you didn’t like, Phoebe? ’As anybody upset you, Phoebe?”’ Liza Spittle minced, then laughed coarsely. ‘You lot mek me sick the way you dance round ’er. ’Er ain’t no different from the rest on we. ’Er was thievin’ an’ ’er was catched, now ’er’s got to do time like we all ’ave so let ’er be . . . the more ’er cries the less ’er’ll piddle.’

Tilly looked across the table, her thin face pinched with distaste. ‘If you wants to chew yer next meal, Liza, then tek my advice and keep yer mouth closed.’

‘Liza’s right in a way, Tilly,’ Mary Pegleg put in. ‘Phoebe ain’t no different. We all feel like ’avin’ a cry at times, an’ there be times when a good cry meks you feel better.’

‘Give me half hour after lights out,’ Liza smirked, ‘then I’ll mek ’er feel better. What Liza does is better for ’er than fartin’ around wi’ words. Ah bet you can remember ‘’Ow it felt when that fiancy o’ your’n touched you up, eh, Pardoe?’

Picking up her plate, Tilly tipped the remainder of her bread and potatoes on to Mary Pegleg’s then swung the empty plate fast and hard, smashing it full into Liza Spittle’s face.

‘You was told to keep yer dirty mouth shut, Liza!’ Tilly put the dented metal plate on the table as Sally Moreton’s replacement began to move towards them. ‘You should ’ave done just that, but then, they say there’s no fool like an old fool.’

‘What’s going on here?’

Emily Pagett had been superintendent of the laundry for the month since Sally Moreton’s death. She carried no cane but every prisoner in Handsworth gaol knew she was not to be played with.

‘Phoebe . . . ’er’s . . . ’er’s a bit upset.’ Nellie Bladen’s consumptive face turned an even more sickly yellow.

‘Why is that, Phoebe?’

Brushing at her cheeks with her fingers, Phoebe glanced up at the wardress. She had no occasion to see this woman other than at mealtimes, her place of labour being changed to the sewing room, but Tilly and the others had said she was not without sympathy.

‘I . . . I was just remembering . . .’

’Er was saying that ’er father’s bin dead twelve months today,’ Tilly chipped in as Phoebe faltered. ’Er was very close to ’er father.’

‘It happens to everybody, Pardoe.’ Emily Pagett turned her glance to Liza Spittle, trying to staunch the blood spurting crimson between her fingers. ‘And what’s happened to you, Spittle?’

‘Sure an’ ’tis the nose on ’er face, ’tis bleedin’.’ Bridie Trow was angelic in her innocence. ‘Sure an’ it does that sometimes.’

‘So her nose is bleeding. And what has happened to her tongue, why can’t she use that? It’s usually to be heard if she thinks none but inmates are around.’

‘It’z juzt a doze bleed,’ Liza snuffled through her fingers, ‘it ’appenz zumtimes.’

‘I see, just a nose bleed . . . not caused by anything specific like a snide remark or the promise of a midnight visit?’ The wardress raised her voice so it carried over the clatter of forks. ‘In the four weeks since my arrival in Handsworth I have come to know almost all of you women, and you have all come to know me and to know I will have no stepping out of line. Keep yourselves orderly, do your work well and there will be no trouble. That is exactly what I want and expect . . . no trouble.’

The clatter of forks resumed, no prisoner raising her head, each afraid that to catch the eye of the laundry superintendent might in some way constitute a challenge.

Her voice once more at a normal level Emily Pagett looked at Liza, blood smeared across her face, merging the beetroot mark into one red mask. ‘Looks nasty, Spittle,’ she said. ‘Better get along to the washroom and get it cleaned up. You wouldn’t want to get it knocked, now would you? That would be painful . . .’ Then, her eyes still on the woman shuffling from the table, she added. ‘And you, Tilly Wood, best try getting that plate back into shape. And next time, use your hand – there’s less evidence that way.’

‘How did you know?’

Phoebe slipped the rough calico nightgown over her head, fastening the flat cloth-covered buttons up to her throat.

‘Took no guessin’.’ Tilly fastened her hair in a plait, leaving it to lie across one shoulder. ‘You’ve said one or two bits o’ what ’appened afore you come ’ere, one o’ em bein’ as ‘’Ow your father died sudden like.’

‘God rest the puir man!’ Bridie crossed herself.

‘I never expected it.’ Phoebe stared down at her hands, now lying in her lap. ‘Father sometimes stayed away if his business took him to London or Southampton but he always told me first. I had no idea he had not come home that night until Mrs Banks announced his bed had not been slept in. Then when I heard about the accident . . .’

‘Don’t go over that.’ Tilly fastened the buttons of her own nightgown. ‘No use in rakin’ spent coals.’

‘Let ’er get it out if ’er wants to.’ Martha Ames came to sit beside Phoebe on the low iron bed. ‘Spit it out, wench, it’ll feel better when you do.’

‘It all happened so quickly,’ Phoebe said quietly. ‘Father dead, his will leaving me penniless, Montrose no longer wanting to marry me, and Aunt Annie turning me out of my own home . . .’

‘By Patrick an’ the Saints, ye puir girl! An’ it’s little wonder the Divil got his hooks into yous. So how did you manage, you never ’avin’ to strike a blow yerself afore?’ Bridie asked.

‘I never would have managed without Joseph Leach and his family,’ Phoebe answered. ‘It was Joseph and his son Mathew who hired a horse and cart to transport the furniture from the shop to Wiggins Mill, and Sarah Leach and their daughter Miriam did most of the organising of the rooms. But it was providing food that gave me my worst moments. It was over an hour’s walk from the house to the town and I would bring back only enough for one day. It was Sarah taught me to plan ahead, to buy in stones rather than in ounces, and it was she who got the carter to bring what I needed from the town and drop it at the crossroads on his way to and from Dudley. From the crossroads I had to carry it the half mile to the house. There were times I just wanted to give up . . .’

‘I know that feelin’.’ Nellie Bladen’s sickly face looked death-like in the anaemic yellow light of the single gaslamp. ‘But we keeps on goin’ somehow.’

Phoebe smiled, recognising knowledge gained the hard way. ‘Yes, Nellie, we keep going on. It didn’t seem so bad once Miriam and Sarah finally taught me to cook . . . not so bad, that is, until I realised my very last pennies were gone.’

‘Eeh, ma wench, ‘’Ow did you manage?’ Martha pressed a hand over Phoebe’s, her eyes on the girl’s face.

‘I didn’t know what to do,’ Phoebe replied quietly, interrupted only by Liza Spittle’s moans as the rough calico of her nightgown scraped her swollen nose. ‘I only knew I wasn’t going to take my trouble to Joseph and Sarah, they had done enough already and with my aunt only too ready to take their home . . . that was when Lucy Baines arrived. The carter had brought her to the crossroads then directed her to Wiggins Mill. I had not seen her since that last day at Brunswick House. She had found work at Sandwell Priory across the valley at West Bromwich. It was her first real day off, she said, and Sarah had told her how to find me.

‘We talked a lot and laughed over some of the mistakes I had made while learning to fend for myself, then it came out about my last pennies being spent. She asked me about my jewellery, why didn’t I sell it? I would get enough money to tide me over comfortably until I got work or was married.’

‘But you said that fi-nancy o’ your’n ’ad given you the push!’ Mary Pegleg began, then stopped as Tilly’s hand smacked against her backbone.

‘Lucy seemed to think that was the least of my troubles.’ Phoebe smiled again. ‘I was better off without a “bloke with not enough oil in his lamp to light his way home”, were her words, though what she meant exactly I don’t know.’

‘I do,’ Tilly broke in for the first time since Phoebe had begun to speak. ‘’Er meant as ‘’Ow your Montrose Wheeler ’adn’t enough sense to hold on to a good thing when ’e’d got it, an’ I fer one agrees wi’ ’er. You be better off wi’out a bloke who only wants a woman for ’er money.’

‘Tilly’s right, Phoebe,’ Mary Pegleg nodded. ‘You be fortunate to ’ave found out what ’e was afore you married ’im. There be them among us as don’t an’ it’s too late to do anythin’ about it once you’re wed. I know, that’s ‘’Ow I come to ’ave this.’ She tapped her knuckles against the wooden stump below her left knee.

‘So what did you do, Phoebe?’ Martha asked, stealing Mary’s moment of glory.

‘I reminded Lucy of what my aunt had said. My mother’s jewellery and mine must have been paid for by my father, and unless I had deeds of gift confirming they had been given to me, then they were part of the estate and as such belonged to Uncle Samuel.’

‘’Er sounds a proper old cow,’ Nellie Bladen muttered. ‘I wouldn’t mind meetin’ ’er one dark night. ‘’Er wouldn’t bloody know ’er arse from ’er elbow when I’d finished wi’ ’er.’

‘An’ the Lord give strength to ye,’ Bridie Trow said fervently, ’an’ the demons o’ Hell be there to pick up the pieces.’

‘And did you ’ave these deeds of gift?’ It was Tilly who asked the question.

‘No.’ Phoebe shook her head. ‘So when my aunt’s housekeeper arrived to collect the keys to the house she was given both jewellery boxes, my mother’s and my own.’

‘So if your maid saw as ‘’Ow the jewellery was took by your aunt’s ’ousekeeper, ‘’Ow come ’er asks you why you don’t sell it?’

‘I asked the same question,’ Phoebe answered, ‘then Lucy asked something else I found puzzling. What had I done with the dresses I had taken with me? I said I had not worn them since coming to Wiggins Mill, I had used only the underwear, the dresses were in a box in my bedroom. At that Lucy grabbed my hand and dragged me after her up the stairs. In the bedroom she flung open the box and threw the dresses across the bed. “Your bloody dried up fart of an auntie took your mother’s jewellery but the old bag didn’t get your’n,” she said.’ Phoebe halted. Less than a year ago she had never heard such words; now she could speak them without so much as a blush.

‘But that ’ousekeeper of Annie’s, ’er took both boxes, least tha’s what you said.’ Mary Pegleg sounded confused.

‘So she did, Mary,’ Phoebe answered, ‘and I said the same to Lucy who laughed. She agreed Mrs Tranter had been given two boxes each containing pieces of jewellery – none of which, she said, was that given to me by my maternal grandmother. That she had removed from my box, replacing it with some of my mother’s. She said Aunt Annie didn’t know what jewellery my mother and I had so she would never know what or if any were missing.’
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