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To those ‘glassmen’ of Sunderland Glass Museum, in recognition of their kind co-operation in demonstrating the processes involved in the making of glassware, and for allowing me the pleasure of blowing a piece for myself, an unforgettable moment. But especially my thanks go to David Mulligan for his patience in answering what must have been for him my many and tedious questions.










Chapter One


‘You robbed me of my son!’


      Archer Cranley’s eyes folded in on themselves, rage spitting between narrow slits.


      ‘You robbed me of the one thing I held dear in life . . . your jealousy and your spite robbed me. And now you turn that spite against your own mother, now she is the one you would see dead  . . .’


      ‘That’s not true! Father, you know that is not true.’


      ‘Do I?’ Archer flashed. ‘Then who else killed the boy, who else eh? Answer me that. There was only the two of you there by that mill-race, two of you and no other. It was you wandered off towards that mill knowing your younger brother would follow: you who threw a dandelion into the water, telling him to do the same; then when he did you pushed him, pushed him into those swirling waters and watched as he was caught by the wheel: watched his little body being turned round and round  . . .’


      ‘No . . . I wouldn’t  . . .’


      ‘Oh, but you would!’ Archer Cranley’s eyes widened a fraction, satisfaction gleaming deep beneath the rage. ‘And you would do the same again, you are doing the same again. Only this time you can’t push the one who stands in your way into a mill stream, but that won’t stop you will it, Philip? You know other ways, ways infinitely more subtle, ways such as torture of the mind. That be what you’re using against your mother, driving her so far out of her mind that in the end she’ll kill herself; that way no blame can be attached to you. But death by her own hand or not, we’ll both know the truth. Murder be murder however you dress it up.’


      His fine-boned face devoid of colour, Philip Cranley stared at the man stood opposite. All of his life, as far back as memory could reach, there had been no love in this man. Not once in all of those memories was there one of being taken into that man’s arms or seeing him smiling. Not one smile that said ‘I’m proud of you’ and certainly never one that said ‘You are my child and I love you.’


      The pain of the thoughts lancing sharply across an already heavy heart, Philip answered quietly, ‘I would rather die myself than harm my mother in any way.’


      ‘Fine words!’ the older man snarled. ‘But then they come easy to you. What do they call it . . . a honeyed tongue . . . but we both know it has a sting at the end. You want your mother dead, dead so you can come into your inheritance the sooner. Greed, Philip, greed . . . that is the tool of the devil and you know well how to use it. Greed and pride, that is the true legacy of Nathan Briant, it was the very blood and bone of his existence and now it is yours; and you will honour it, live up to it in every way he did, even if that means sacrificing your own mother.’


      ‘I did not ask for my grandfather’s legacy . . . I would much prefer not to have it.’


      ‘You would much prefer . . . you bloody hypocrite!’ Archer Cranley’s fist hit the leather-topped desk hard. ‘Would you say that if you were of an age to give it all up? No! No, you would not. Words, that’s all it be, words you use to hide behind, them and your mother’s skirts. But now you can be doing without the skirts, you be feeling your feet; how long before the hindrance of a mother and a father become too much, how long, eh Philip . . . how long before we both be thrown into a mill-race?’


      Why was it always like this? Philip watched the anger blazing in those ferret-like eyes, the thin lips turned so far in on themselves as to have almost disappeared. Why did their every meeting, their every conversation turn almost at once to Nathan Briant’s Will?


      ‘How long before you turn your mother and me onto the streets?’ Archer Cranley’s mean mouth snapped like a trap. ‘Don’t be frightened to say it, Philip, if ever you intend to be your own man then start now; or should I say it for you, should I tell your mother to pack her bags and we’ll leave at once?’


      Knowing that the unhappiness that haunted every day could not be hidden Philip turned away, gazing out through a tall window. Away in the distance the cone of the glassworks rose to brush against the sky. If only that Will had been worded differently, if only everything had not been left to Nathan Briant’s daughter to do with as she wished, then none of this animosity, this resentment, would exist; but then how long might Hannah Cranley have existed? Being sole owner of the glassworks, the only one ever to have complete dominion over it, seemed to be a consummate obsession with Archer Cranley, the only passion, the only true love of his life. There could be no telling what lengths he may have gone to in order to fulfil his dream. May have gone to? Staring out at the cone, tall and black against the evening sky, Philip felt the twist of churning stomach nerves. Or would still go to!


      Was it not enough to rob his own child of its identity, to take a daughter’s name, changing it as he had so long ago and forbidding its use ever again? In the eyes of the world it was not the son of Archer Cranley who had died in that accident but his daughter: yes, Philippa was dead to everyone and in her place stood Philip. The secret had been guarded well, the blossoming shape of womanhood hidden beneath a man’s clothing . . . but for how much longer could she live a lie that must have her act the role of a son? Would Archer Cranley forgo his own desires once the full terms of that Will were reached?


      ‘You know it will never come to that.’ She spoke quietly, hoping the raw feelings did not show in the words. ‘I would never turn Mother or yourself from this house.’


      ‘Hah!’ Archer Cranley laughed, a dry cynical laugh that stayed in his throat. ‘You say that now but later you’ll sing a different song  . . .’


      ‘I mean what I say.’ She swung around, her blue eyes veiling their pain. ‘This house will always belong to Mother  . . .’


      ‘Yes, to your mother . . . to Nathan Briant’s precious daughter!’ Archer Cranley’s knuckles cracked under the pressure of being pressed against the desk top. ‘And me . . . what do I get? A bloody paid hand! Oh, Briant thought it out so very well; a paid hand I was and a paid hand I would be until you came of age and then it would be out with Archer Cranley altogether. That was the way her father took his revenge; he couldn’t kick my arse from his door, not if he wanted to hold on to his daughter’s love, so he kicked it this way, by making sure naught save a pittance of his money ever came to me, and in a few months even that will go. It will be all yours, Philip, yours alone, yours to finish what Nathan Briant could not.’


      As if only now realising the full significance of what was said, Philip, as she knew she must always think of herself, felt a strange calm settle in place of pain.


      ‘Yes, it will all be mine, mine to do with as I wish.’


      Across the desk Archer Cranley’s ferret eyes sparked a sudden fear. He had let his bile rise too high, showed the feelings that had eaten away at him for years, that still ate away at him. Had he gone too far to smooth things over? There were so few weeks left . . . the plan he had would work but he must curb the hate that burned in him, the resentment that bit like acid in his soul.


      Lowering slowly into the leather chair set at the desk he let his head sink to his chest, his voice holding a tremble.


      ‘I shouldn’t have spoken that way, Philip, it’s just that I be so worried. I’ve followed the terms of your grandfather’s Will, holding the glassworks together for the sake of your mother and for you, keeping it going ’til you were of the age to take it upon yourself. That being so, my working as manager of Briant Bottle and Glass, I had neither time nor opportunity to create a business of my own, to build a secure financial background for my family. The money I have been paid all these years was sufficient only for the needs of your mother, the continual care of her health; there was never anything left to save and when my position at the works comes to an end  . . .’


      Letting the last come out on a juddering breath he lifted both hands to cover his face.


      Was that the real underlying cause of so much friction between them, was that the source of the anger and unhappiness, the all-pervading misery that hung continually over this house? She looked at the man slumped at the desk, his dark hair glinting silver where it showed between the fingers spread across his temples. Or was there more . . . more than had ever been told?


      Watching him now Philippa could not push away the thought, could not deny the feeling that this was no show of remorse nor of worry for the welfare of his wife but a farce played out to cover his own tracks. And if there was more? Then it could remain untold, remain Archer Cranley’s secret to hold, as he so dearly held the wish to own Briant Bottle and Glass.


      ‘If I could have renounced my inheritance I would have done so years ago.’ Her words drifted quietly over the bent head. ‘If I could have signed it away whilst still a child then I would have done so gladly, but the law forbade that. However, in a few weeks my childhood will be over and the law will no longer be a restriction on my actions. Very shortly now I shall be twenty-one years old and seen by law to be proficient at handling my own affairs. As you say, Father, the whole of my grandfather’s property will then become mine including this house, mine to do with as I see fit. When that time comes I will sign the entire estate, works and all, over to Mother and to you. It will belong to you, Father, every stick and stone of it. Briant Bottle and Glass will become Cranley Bottle and Glass. I want no part of it!’


      Hearing the study door close quietly Archer Cranley lifted his head, his thin mouth parted in a smile. Nathan Briant had taken every step to avoid any such happening, to prevent Briant Glass ever becoming Cranley Glass; at least he had thought he had taken every step, but Archer Cranley knew a sidestep . . . The smile widened like the mouth of a serpent preparing to take its prey. Yes, he knew a different step, and it was one he would take.


 


A few weeks more, a few weeks of the misery that had stalked a lifetime. Philippa Cranley looked up from the columns of figures filling a page of a black-bound ledger. Soon it would be over, this house and all it held could be left behind. But could it? Beyond the window heavy-headed roses nodded on long, slender stems. Hannah Cranley’s favourite flower. Hannah, the one person who had ever shown love, ever had any time for the slight, perpetually frightened child, a woman who seemed no less afraid; how could she be left behind, left to the terrifying mood swings and temper of Archer Cranley? They could of course go together. She tapped the pen against tight lips. Would Archer allow that, would he be satisfied with the Bottle and Glass and let his wife go free? From the garden full-blown roses swung their beautiful heads as if rejecting the unspoken words. No, he would not let her leave; he would not let either of them leave. There must be no danger of anyone outside of this house learning of Archer Cranley’s true feelings for his wife and child, no whisper of the extent of that man’s cruelty.


      The sound of sharp footsteps crossing the highly polished floor of the hall brought her back to the ledger. Edna Cranley was never far away, always hovering in the vicinity, her darting button eyes missing not the smallest detail; watching, always watching.


      Hearing the door of the study open, Philippa ran the nib of the pen slowly down the length of neatly entered figures. Behind her Edna Cranley drew a long, almost vindictive breath. The pretence of having any feeling of tenderness for her had long since fallen away, and she knew it. But then she had never shown tenderness for anyone, not even her own brother. She had ruled this house for years, answering only to Archer Cranley, using her brother’s wife and child as a means to vent her spite and frustration.


      Keeping the pen to the figures Philippa ignored the figure watching from the doorway. Edna disliked her brother’s family as much as he himself did; the question was why had she stayed here, why did she stay now? She had asked that same thing as a ten-year-old.


      Pretending to insert a figure at the base of the column Philippa turned the page, repeating the process as before; but instead of numbers she saw a young child dressed in grey knickerbockers and a sombre dark jacket, wheat-coloured hair plastered flat to the small head, a pale upturned face staring back as the question was asked.


      Her fingers tight about the pen, Philippa saw again the closing of that thin vicious mouth, the raising of a long bony-fingered hand . . . the pen slipped across the page as the blow crashed down onto the child’s face.


      Why had Archer Cranley allowed such treatment of a child, why did he keep that woman in the house?


      Throwing the pen down as the door closed behind her aunt, Philippa stared out of the window. There were questions to be asked. Nathan Briant’s legacy would be signed over to Archer Cranley but not before answers had been given.


      From the mantel above the fireplace a small marble clock sounded the hour of four. There was no echo of footsteps; only silence, heavy and living, hovered like some waiting beast over the house. Edna Cranley could be standing at the other side of that door, waiting to catch her leaving. It would not be the first time she had done that, it had been a particular trait of hers to lurk behind closed doors, a long-fingered claw fastening onto a child’s collar, demanding to know its every move.


      But childhood had passed into youth, and now that too was almost passed, yet still Edna Cranley dominated every move. Pushing the chair away Philippa listened to the throb of silence. Edna would be in her room, but inner sense said she would not be sleeping; the child she had so bullied had wondered if the woman ever slept, the same thought often coming to mind even now.


      Leaving the room, each footfall deliberately softened, her senses flaring like some burglar intent upon crime, she walked up the stairs and along the corridor to the room that should have been shared by Archer Cranley and his wife, but Archer Cranley spent no night in that large bed.


      One hand resting on the handle, she listened again to the enveloping quiet, the brooding silence that dared any sound to break it. There was none from inside the room. A quick glance showing the landing corridor to be empty, her lungs holding a tight breath, she stepped inside.


      Heavy curtains drawn across the half circle of a wide bay window held back the soft afternoon sunlight, leaving the bedroom shrouded in deep shadow. The atmosphere inside the room was warm and cloying. Philippa breathed, feeling a surge of anger rise at the familiar aroma. Laudanum! Edna Cranley had given her sister-in-law a dose of laudanum!


      Drawing the curtains a little aside, allowing the light from the window to rest on the drawn face, so pale the tracery of veins showed beneath an almost translucent skin, Philippa felt the anger change to despair. Hannah Cranley looked so frail and weak it seemed she might not live through those next few months. But she had to live!


      Phillipa’s fingers bunched into fists. Without Hannah what would it all have been worth, without her what would the future be worth? The future of Archer Cranley would become that which he had always wanted, always desired; that to which he had sacrificed a woman’s happiness and a child’s life; he would be sole master of Briant Bottle and Glass. And Edna Cranley, what would her future be, what prize had she demanded for the years given as her brother’s housekeeper and wardress to his wife and child? She was not a woman to do anything out of the goodness of her heart, there was no charity there, no pity in that icy soul. Whatever the reason for her leaving her parents’ home to live with her brother, there had to be a payment, but when was that payment to be made?


      ‘What are you doing here?’


      Philippa turned sharply. There had been no sound, no disturbance of the stillness had heralded the approach of that woman.


      ‘I came to see my mother.’


      In the half-light Edna Cranley’s pencil-line mouth folded in on itself, her button eyes glittering.


      ‘You know your mother always sleeps in the afternoon.’


      Beneath the sardonic words Philippa recognised the challenge, and anger ripped the answer from her: ‘That is not surprising, seeing the amount of laudanum you feed her!’


      ‘She needs it.’ Edna Cranley’s ferret eyes, so like her brother’s, darted to the green glass bottle stood on the bedside table.


      ‘Does she!’ Philippa answered coldly. ‘Does my mother really need so much opiate, or is it you, Aunt . . . you and my father, is it the two of you need my mother’s silence, the silence that drug brings?’


      ‘She has to have laudanum!’ Edna’s little eyes flashed, ‘Her turns  . . .’


      ‘Oh yes, my mother’s “turns”.’ Philippa stared sceptically at the narrow-featured face, the twitch of the thin mouth. ‘The “turns” she has suffered since I was born, the “turns” only you or my father have ever witnessed. Tell me, Aunt, why is it I do not see her suffering one, have never seen her suffer one?’


      ‘Because I have always taken good care you shouldn’t, I’ve always guarded you against that.’


      ‘Taken good care.’ Glancing at the sleeping figure Philippa felt every nerve tingle. ‘Oh yes, Aunt, you have done that all right! But just who were you guarding, me or my father and yourself?’


      Clasped across her brown skirts Edna Cranley’s hands twisted together but her eyes remained fastened on that young face, her reply a venomous hiss: ‘What does that mean?’


      Philippa’s glance returned to the thin, sharp, drawn features of the woman who for so long had darkened life, dislike of her rising hot and thick.


      ‘It means what it says. Was the fact that not once as a child was I ever allowed to be alone with my mother, because I was being somehow safeguarded? Or, now that I have almost reached adulthood, is she forever sleeping whenever I get to see her because I still need to be guarded . . . or because you and my father are afraid of what I might hear, afraid now I am old enough to understand that my mother might tell me what it is you both want hidden? Is that the real cause behind the use of this?’


      A swipe of one hand sent the bottle skimming across the room.


      ‘Is that the reason my mother is kept a virtual prisoner in her own home? But that will not go on for much longer. I don’t know what it is you want from my father but I know what it is he wants from me, and if he is ever to be the owner of Briant Bottle and Glass then you will leave this house the day I reach my twenty-first birthday and my mother will be given into my care, never to see Archer Cranley again.’


      Among the sifted shadows Edna Cranley’s eyes glowed with the vicious light of uncertain sanity.


      ‘That day will never dawn,’ she breathed, her lipless mouth drawing back in an animal snarl. ‘The only way you and her will ever be free of Archer Cranley is to leave this house in a coffin.’ The eyes glittered more brightly. ‘And I will help to lift you into it.’










Chapter Two


You have kept your secret long enough, and so have I. Unless you want the whole town to know what it is you keep so well hidden you will be at the bandstand in Farley Park at 5 o’clock on Sunday afternoon of this week. Make no mistake this is not a joke, ignore it and by Monday it will be common knowledge.


 


. . . what it is you keep so well hidden  . . .


      Archer Cranley stared at the letter delivered by hand a few minutes ago, that one line dancing before his eyes. Who else could know . . . who could possibly have found out?


      He stared at the letter again. It was unsigned and the hand was one he did not recognise.


      Edna? No, his sister had too much to lose to go opening her mouth to anybody. Hannah, then? No, not her either, she rarely left the house and if she did then Edna was with her every moment. Visitors . . . they had soon stopped calling once they found out they were not welcome.


      So who had written this letter?


      Reading it through once more he tore it savagely into shreds, flinging it to the back of the fire and watching the flames snatch it with hungry tongues.


      Some bugger who thought to make money out of him, somebody who thought to blackmail him. Whoever it was that penned the letter had not asked for money but a man with two blind eyes could see that was the intent.


      Archer’s thin lips whitened. If it were Simeon Beasley had let his tongue flap . . . but he wouldn’t be fool enough, he was in this thing as deep as himself.


      Edna said the letter had been delivered by a child who claimed he had been given a penny to bring it. He did not know the man who paid him nor was he given a name, he was told simply to deliver the letter.


      ‘I am about to take Hannah’s tea tray upstairs, will you be coming up to see her?’ Edna Cranley looked at the taut face of her brother as he strode from the study.


      ‘No.’ It snapped out as he brushed past grabbing his tall silk hat and cane from an ornate coat stand.


      ‘Is something wrong . . . did that letter bring bad news?’


      ‘It brought nothing you needs know about, you tend to your business and leave me to tend to mine!’


      Slamming the door behind him he stood a moment, drawing in a lungful of air. Somebody thought to rob Archer Cranley. Somebody was in for a very rude awakening!


      Leaving the trap in the yard he walked in the direction of Phoenix Street. Swan Village was not so far from Farley Park and it would not be thought unusual for a man to take a late afternoon stroll.


      Forcing his footsteps to remain casual he walked on, crossing over Hadley Bridge and on down Ryder’s Green Road, raising his hat politely to the women or touching it with the tip of his cane to the men who passed by.


      The entrance to Farley Park lay in Whitehall Lane. Archer turned to his right, passing a row of tall four-storeyed houses strung like costly beads along its edge, each trying to outdo the other with fancy porticoes and high-reaching windows. Pit owners and ironmasters all putting their money into bricks and mortar, each seeking to better the next. He laughed silently. He would soon be doing the same, he would have his bricks and mortar and they would house the finest furniture; but not here, not in Swan Village nor Greets Green. Archer Cranley would have a home fit for a lord, and it would be in some place where every breath you took was not laden with the filth of coal mines and ironworks.


      Turning into the park through intricately wrought iron gates he had no eye for the tall pointed cypresses, the wide-spreading Lebanon cedars or the long, dropping clusters of golden laburnum that edged the well-kept grounds, their tracery of leaves a perfect foil for the flower-beds that spread an exquisite tapestry of colour beneath their branches.


      Following the path as it wound its way towards the bandstand, placed at the heart of this small oasis of green, Archer’s mind stayed with the letter he had burned.


      You have kept your secret long enough . . . Make no mistake this is not a joke . . .


      His hand tightening about the cane, he tried to keep the anger from his face, nodding pleasantly to the polite greetings of other strollers in the park. Oh, he would make no mistake. Whoever had written that letter would find Archer Cranley made no mistakes!


      Standing for a moment, he ran a sharp eye over the audience. There was no face familiar to him. While applause marked appreciation of the finale of Pirates of Penzance, he took one of the two seats remaining empty.


      ‘I do so enjoy the works of Mr Gilbert and Mr Sullivan. They make such pleasant listening, do you not agree?’


      Forcing a smile he glanced at the woman sat next to him. Dressed in sugar-pink moiré silk that rustled as she clapped long-gloved hands, she smiled beneath a concoction of feathers and roses. ‘Indeed, ma’am, most entertaining.’


      Was this the one had summoned him? Surely not. Archer removed his top hat, resting it on his knee. Surely a woman wouldn’t dare  . . .


      ‘Especially the pirates, they really are most delicious, I find pirates quite fascinating.’


      ‘So do I . . . as long as they are only a figment of their composer’s imagination.’


      The feathers of the hat trembling beneath the breath of a light summer breeze the woman giggled, turning her attention to the blue-and-gold-clad bandsmen as the conductor tapped his baton.


      If it were she who had written the letter why not say so. Not moving his head he swivelled a glance sidewards at the woman speaking now to the man sat on her other side. Were they both in this together?


      ‘It don’t be them you’ve come to see, Mr Cranley.’


      The words were spoken in an undertone only just heard beneath the rousing notes of a military march.


      Keeping his eyes to the front, every muscle of his body tautening, Archer made no reply.


      ‘I knows you got my letter, Mr Cranley, I made sure o’ that. I watched the lad hand it in at the door, your wife was it . . . the woman who took it from him? But no that would be your sister, for your wife ’as fair hair, don’t she?’


      Who the hell was this man . . . how had he got his information? Archer remained silent.


      ‘Don’t want to answer? Well, that’s all right just so long as you listens  . . .’


      A clash of cymbals and roll of drums bringing the march to its climax, the man stopped speaking then, as the applause greeting the softer, more delicate strains of ‘The Blue Danube’ masked his words, he said quietly, ‘I meant what I said in my letter. I knows all about your little secret and if you wants it to remain secret then you be going to ’ave to pay. I ain’t a greedy man, Mr Cranley, not like some. Five ’undred pounds be all I’m asking, five ’undred to keep your secret safe; now don’t you calls that reasonable?’


      Five hundred! That would only be the first of it. This type of scum clung like a leech to its victim, sucking at it ’til there was no more left to suck; pay and he would be back . . . again and again.


      His lips so tight they hardly moved, his eyes still on the musicians, Archer tried to sound if not dismissive then at least derisive.


      ‘What is this so-called secret I am supposed to hide?’


      Alongside him the man smiled.


      ‘Do you really need to be reminded?’


      ‘As I thought.’ Archer lifted the top hat from where it rested on his knee. ‘A catchpenny trying his luck at blackmail. Approach me or my home again and I’ll inform the constabulary!’


      ‘You must do as you think fit, Mr Cranley, but afore you goes informing anybody, think on this: two can talk to the constables and I think they’ll be more than a mite interested in that son o’ your’n.’


      With his fingers tight about the cane Archer remained absolutely still.


      ‘I guessed that would ’ave you thinking twice  . . . !’


      The man clapped as the strains of music died away. Keeping his voice so low as not to be heard by any other than Archer he went on, ‘If your second thoughts be the price is fair then I will expect you and the money tomorrow night at nine. William Bailey’s in Whitehall Lane.’


      He rose, touching his hat to the woman in the flower-strewn bonnet. Then as the band struck up again he smiled at Archer.


      ‘Oh, and don’t think to bring the police nor no one else with you, I don’t be alone in this and we wouldn’t want anything ’appening to your family . . . or to you. I make myself clear, Mr Cranley?’


      ‘You make yourself clear. But I will not be seen in that beer house.’


      ‘Too many folk to see the great Archer Cranley do business with the likes of me?’


      Glancing at the cheap clothes, the edges of jacket sleeves worn almost threadbare, the shirt boiled to a shadow, shoes of which polish could not disguise the age, Archer nodded.


      ‘Exactly that!’ Then as the other man drew a hiss of breath he looked into the narrow jaundiced face. ‘You want that money you will get it beneath Ryder’s Bridge or you can forget it!’


      Rising to his feet Archer tipped his hat to the woman smiling beneath the heavily flowered bonnet then, pushing past the other man, strode quickly towards the park gate.


      He would come. His sort were not easily deterred, not that he had tried to deter him, it was best the man be paid. And be paid he would.


      Leaving the park he smiled at couples strolling past. Oh yes, be paid he would.


 


Five hundred pounds!


      His stride as leisurely as before, Archer Cranley made his way back to Swan Village. Approaching Rowley House he felt the echoes of distaste he always felt for this house, this town. But it would not be this way for much longer, a few weeks more then he would shake the dust of Greets Green, and all that went with it, from his feet!


      Letting himself in at the front door he went quickly to his room, the false look of all being well sliding instantly from his face.


      Five hundred pounds! And then what? That bastard would not let matters rest there; money tasted sweet and like all things pleasurable it could become addictive.


      But he had waited too long for his reward to allow anyone to snatch it from him; spent too much of his life in this hell-hole of a Black Country to share what by right should be his alone. Would be his alone!


      Too much time! Stripping away coat and shirt he stared at the figure reflected in the long dressing mirror. At fifty-six years old he was still fit, still virile. There would be time yet to enjoy life, time to beget another son, time to do all he had longed to do but could not. Soon Nathan Briant’s Will would no longer bind him, and Nathan Briant’s daughter would no longer be a weight on his coat-tails.


      Slipping out of his trousers Archer dropped them to the floor before smiling at his reflection.


      Yes, very soon Hannah would no longer be an impediment, any influence she could have had would be gone for ever . . . just as her child’s would be.


 


Hearing the tread of footsteps pass the dining room and the sharp snap of the front door closing, Philippa breathed more easily. There would be no more confrontation tonight, Archer Cranley would not return to his home or his own bed before the early hours.


      ‘Have you had all you want?’


      ‘Yes, thank you.’


      Philippa avoided the coal-black eyes of Archer Cranley’s sister. It made no difference how long the man was absent from this house for Edna Cranley’s eyes saw every movement, her ears heard every word and all was reported back to him in the minutest detail.


      ‘There be apple pie fresh baked.’


      Philippa’s head shook quickly. ‘Thank you, but I have eaten enough. I will go and finish the books.’


      A mouthful of food then haring off like a cat with a banger tied to its tail! But for how long? Edna glanced at the half-eaten meal.


      ‘You should leave that ’til morning, keeping at it leads to tiredness and tiredness leads to mistakes.’


      She wasn’t really interested in probable tiredness nor yet a mistake in those figures, let Archer worry about that; but as long as Philippa was awake she too must be awake. Picking up the dishes and setting them on a tray, Edna looked at the slight figure. Hair the colour of wheat, the fine-boned face with its sky-blue eyes turned from her. The child of Hannah Cranley was handsome. For a moment she felt a pang of regret for the past years . . . she could have loved this child, if only . . . But the past was the past. Edna choked back any trace of compassion. And the future? She stacked the plates neatly on the tray. The future would happen and she would make no move to alter its way.


      ‘You should be away to your bed.’ She lifted the tray.


      ‘I must finish the books.’ Philippa replaced the napkin on the table. ‘I have to ensure they are correct if Father is to be satisfied.’


      No account book would satisfy Archer Cranley, no matter how well kept. Edna watched the slight figure rise from the chair. Archer wouldn’t be satisfied until he alone was all that was left of Nathan Briant’s family.


      ‘How has Mother been today?’


      Knowing her true feelings of anger would show in her face, Edna turned towards the serving table set along one wall of the dining room. How could she tell the truth, tell how her sister-in-law had been slapped by her husband and herself. There was already suspicion in that young face.


      ‘Your mother lay down all afternoon and then took with a headache a while ago; I settled her for the night. You best let her sleep.’


      ‘Has she had one of her turns?’ Philippa’s voice was level.


      Her turns! Edna Cranley felt her blood flush rapidly. That was another of Cranley’s lies; telling folk his wife flung herself about when her ‘illness’ came upon her, that she bruised herself against doors and furniture, when all the while it was his fists and hers did the marking.


      ‘It were not a bad one.’ She had to answer but the lie slipped easily from her tongue. ‘She bumped her cheek on the bedpost so I put her to bed. She will be well enough by the morning.’


      ‘I think I should go to see her.’


      ‘And do what?’ Edna answered quickly. ‘Wake her up! What good will that do? You do like I say and leave her be, time enough tomorrow for you to sit with her.’


      ‘You will tell her I asked after her, that I wanted to call in on her?’


      ‘Course I will.’ Edna met the question with a nod. ‘Now you get yourself off afore that father of your’n be back wanting to know why you be dallying here ’stead of being at the books or else in your bed.’


      Walking towards the door, Philippa turned. ‘It’s strange isn’t it, Aunt, all the years my mother has been ill, all the turns she has suffered and I have never seen her in one. I find that difficult to understand.’


      ‘We must thank the good Lord for that.’ Edna made a pretence of checking the stacked dishes, giving herself a moment for the truth to die from her eyes. It was no improvement in health kept Hannah Cranley free of her ‘turns’ when anyone else was present, that was yet one more result of her husband’s sly ways. He never raised a hand to her in the sight of others, leaving that to the privacy of his wife’s bedroom. Only he and his sister knew the source of Hannah’s bruising and the reasons for it.


      ‘Yes, we should be thankful.’ Philippa turned away towards the study. ‘But I still find it strange.’


      Sat at the broad-topped desk, the hiss of the gasolier and the soft ticking of the mantel clock the only sound, she let the pen fall idle.


      There had been a strangeness in Edna’s voice. Her Christian name was preferable to the title ‘aunt’ and slipped easily into all thoughts of the thin sour woman. Her voice had always held a fleck of something that to a child had seemed akin to anxiety when speaking of her sister-in-law, but now seemed to hold a deeper, more pronouned trace, a trace of fear.


      But why should Edna feel fear? What was it could give rise to that?


      Philippa picked up the pen, twirling it absently.


      Was there some threat to her? If so, it could certainly not originate with her sister-in-law. So if not Hannah Cranley, then what of her husband? Could he be threatening his sister, did he have some sort of hold over her that he used to his own advantage . . . and why that fear only when speaking of the woman she had been brought to this house to nurse?


      ‘I still find it strange.’


      The words spoken in the dining room returned clearly and with them came an icy touch of trepidation. Those so-called ‘turns’ had always held a depth of worry all the way through childhood. Never witnessing them, never understanding them, forever turned away when asking about them, being told it would be too distressing or that it was not fitting for a child to see its mother in such a disturbing situation.


      But childhood was over. The excuse Edna had always given was no longer valid.


      Throwing the pen aside Philippa strode determinedly from the room, crossing the hall and reaching the landing corridor atop the stairs as Edna came from the kitchen. Calling sharply, she followed, almost tripping over her full skirts.


      Inside Hannah’s bedroom Philippa lit the oil lamp stood on a table beneath the window, then carrying it across to the bed she stood looking down at the pale sleeping face. She looked so fragile, like some flower the sun never smiled upon, one so delicate the faintest sigh of the wind would destroy it for ever. But it was no wind that would destroy Hannah Cranley, laudanum was doing that.


      ‘You shouldn’t be here, you’ll wake your mother.’


      Edna puffed into the room as Philippa bent to kiss the still figure.


      ‘No, no I won’t.’ She straightened. ‘You have given her too much laudanum for that, or was the drug given to prevent her saying how she got these?’


      Edna caught her breath, holding it as the lamp was held closer to her sister-in-law’s face and showed the purple bruises.


      ‘Your mother had a turn,’ she said tightly. ‘A particularly nasty one. She became more violent and had to be restrained.’


      ‘Restrained!’ Philippa turned, a slow scathing stare finding the eyes that glittered like jet at the light’s edge. ‘And how did you do that, Aunt, was it laudanum or was it this?’


      Edna’s fingers fidgeted with her skirts, grabbing and loosing the fabric as the lamp was lowered, showing the bruising more clearly.


      ‘Was it the drug you used to restrain my mother or was it your fist!’


      The blue eyes so like Hannah’s held her own and for a moment Edna felt a touch of panic. Philippa Cranley was no longer the child she had bullied, the child she had beaten until the small body had been covered with the marks of her cruelty. She could no longer take a stick to that back or strike her hand to that mouth, but a hand could be taken to her  . . .


      ‘I would never strike your mother!’ Fear throwing the lie from her mouth, she took a step backwards.


      Philippa’s glance remained steady, remained filled with dislike and contempt.


      ‘Like you never struck a young child. Like you never beat it and left it to cry itself to sleep in the dark! Is that what has happened here, Aunt? Has my mother been left to cry herself to sleep in the darkness after she was slapped into submission?’


      ‘No! How can you think such a thing!’


      ‘Because I know you, Aunt, and I know my father. You are both cast in the same mould. Greed sours your hearts and pride corrupts your souls, they are the gift of Cranley blood and the only legacy either of you will ever have. Yesterday I told my father he could have the Briant inheritance. Now I tell you: he will never get it. You have both made my mother’s life and mine a misery, but no more. The moment I reach my majority you will go from this house and in the meantime you might think on this: one more mark on my mother’s face, one more sign of “restraint” and you will answer for it. Now get out and leave me with my mother.’


      She had known this day would come. Her fingers still twisting with shock, Edna stood in her own room. She had warned Archer years ago that one day the worm would turn, that Philippa would take a stand, but Archer would have none of it. The child was a weakling, an inept milksop afraid of its own shadow. Hannah Cranley’s child would never dare speak out of turn let alone cross him.


      ‘So how will you feel when I tell you, Archer?’ she breathed. ‘How will you feel when I tell you that the weakling has found its strength, that it knows now how to deal with Archer Cranley?’


 


Caught by the pale glow from the lamp Edna Cranley’s face had turned a sickly shade of white as she heard the words.


      Anger still trembling in every nerve Philippa unbuttoned the black vest, slipping it beneath the jacket then hanging it in the wardrobe that stood against the wall beside the window.


      The thought of a possible share in the Briant fortune was the only loyalty that had kept her in this house, the only faith she held to. But whatever the promise made to her by Archer Cranley would not be kept and the god she worshipped would prove an empty god. Edna Cranley would get not one penny.


      Removing shirt and undergarments she washed with water already in the large bowl that sat on the washstand. Why had life turned out like this, why so much hatred?


      ‘You robbed me of my son! ’


      With her eyelids pressed hard into the towel, Philippa felt the sharp pain those words always brought. Thrown so often as never to be forgotten, the sting of them never lessened.


      They had been children, no more than four and six years old!


      Pressing her face into the towel afforded no respite.


      They had been playing beside the brook that led to the mill-wheel, that was what Archer Cranley said. But why did she have no memory of that day? Surely something so terrible as a drowning would linger even in a child’s mind.


      ‘You were too young to remember.’


      Those were Edna Cranley’s words whenever the question had been asked. Then she had snapped that Hannah must not be reminded of it, before bustling the bewildered child back to the schoolroom.


      Stephen had been that other child’s name. A child without a face. Lowering the towel Philippa stared into the long cheval mirror. A child her memory could not produce, yet one that stayed forever on the brink of consciousness; a young boy murdered from spite and jealousy.


      But another child, one almost as young could not be so long held to blame, one life destroyed because another had been lost! Yet Archer Cranley could not forget, neither would he forgive. The child left to him was inferior, a second choice that was no choice at all.


      Folding the towel over the rail of the washstand she stared once more into the mirror.


      Archer Cranley had been robbed of the son he loved, a son who had held all of his dreams, who had centred every wish. And this was the result.


      Reaching for the nightshirt draped across the bed she held it for a moment before slipping it over soft curves.


      One body for another! Fate had laughed long and loud.


      And it was still laughing.










Chapter Three


Returned from the park Archer Cranley washed and dressed in fresh clothing. Tying a pale grey silk cravat about his throat he stared once more at the reflection in the dressing mirror.


      Yes he was still fit and yes he was still virile. He touched a finger to the cravat, appreciating the feel of the expensive silk.


      Tonight he would prove that virility, and tomorrow?


      He smoothed the lapel of his jacket, seating it a little more perfectly over the grey-silk figured waistcoat.


      Tomorrow he would prove that Archer Cranley was no man to be played with.


      Closing the door of his bedroom he walked quickly past his wife’s room. He had no wish to listen to more of her maudling. One visit a day was too much, and he made it only to ensure she knew exactly the rules she had to follow.


      Leaving the house in the same silence as he had entered it he strode across the open pasture that separated Rowlay House from those bordering Phoenix Street. Hailing a hansom and asking to be driven to the railway station he leaned back against the leather-covered upholstery. Tomorrow he would pay his would-be blackmailer. He would pay the man in full.


      Alighting at the station he purchased a ticket to Dudley Port.


      ‘Nice evenin’, Mr Cranley.’


      The ticket office attendant smiled pleasantly, pushing the pink ticket over the small counter.


      ‘Very nice,’ Archer nodded, ‘we are going to have a warm summer, I think.’


      ‘Tis to be ’oped so, sir, it does a body good to feel the sun on ’is back.’


      Murmuring agreement Archer took the ticket, slipping it into his pocket as he walked onto the platform. A little further along the platform the engine steamed and belched, sending speckles of soot floating into the air.


      Stepping into the first-class carriage he handed a coin to the one porter the station boasted, who was holding the door open for him. Checking his pocket watch as the grateful porter touched his cap then closed the carriage door, he sat down just as, with another huge belch of steam, the engine juddered and the wheels began to turn. He had timed his arrival to perfection as always.


      A warm summer maybe. He smiled to himself. But there was one man would not feel the sun on his back.


      Alone in the comfortable compartment he watched the passing fields, crops spreading a green carpet on both sides, their only mar the few buildings that were the Rattlechain and Stour Valley brickworks. These were the only sores on the landscape but how long before they became an infestation, how far into the new century before the whole of West Bromwich was one huge industrial quagmire?


      But that would be of no consequence to him. He would be gone from this town. Greets Green and Swan Village would not even be a memory, he would wipe his mind clear of it all.


      Dudley Port was quiet as he walked from the tiny station. They were pious folk here. Everyone who could walk would be in chapel or church, and those that couldn’t would be indoors, the Good Book in their hands, praying their lives would take a better turn. Archer smiled sardonically to himself. The only turn that would relieve their lot was the one that led into the graveyard.


      Buying a bunch of flowers from an old woman sat at the entrance to the grounds of the chapel that stood some little way from the station, he caught the sympathetic stares of several women garbed in mourning clothes, their heads bobbing like a clutch of black hens. Touching his hat to them as they reached the chapel door he heard them murmur as he walked towards the gravestones dotted beneath wide-spreading trees. There would be no thought given to a man visiting the resting place of a loved one.


      Choosing a stone set beneath the furthest corner of the low wall enclosing the small cemetery, he waited for the first hymn to rise into the quiet evening. There was no one left outside the chapel, no other person hurrying in at the last minute.


      Absolutely certain there was no one to observe, he dropped the flowers onto the grave then stepped over the wall, making quickly for the house some ten yards away.


      ‘You be expected, sir, if you would wait upstairs.’


      Handing coat and cane to a young woman, whose frilly white apron over a blue cambric dress matched her frilled cap set on flaming red hair, he turned towards the stairs.


      Lit by oil lamps dotted sparingly in a tiny hall and along the narrow landing, the house breathed its ancient breath in draughty gasps that echoed strangely from the dank walls.


      Archer suppressed a shudder of distaste. If you wanted your entertainment where no one else knew of it then there could be little choice of venue.


      Entering a room that over the months had become familiar to him, he carried the solitary lamp closer to the bed set beneath the only window. Holding it close he turned back the sheets. He might have little choice of where to take his particular brand of amusement but he would at least ensure the sheets were clean.


      Placing the lamp on the bedside table he turned as the door opened quietly.


      With his breath catching between his teeth, Archer stared at the small figure outlined by the gleam of fire, lit fresh in the heavy cast-iron grate.


      Grey flannel knickerbockers and long socks topped brightly polished boots. Black waist-length jacket, its breast pocket emblazoned by a gold-edged badge, lay open against a white shirt, the narrow heavily starched collar enclosing a gold-and-black tie knotted at the throat, while a black cap resting just above the ears sported a smaller version of the coat badge.


      ‘You wished to see me, sir?’


      The slight figure bowed from the waist.


      ‘I did not want to see you, Povey, but your behaviour of late dictates that I must.’


      Crossing the room to stand before the fireplace Archer rested his hand behind his back, a glare sweeping the figure standing with head abjectly lowered.


      ‘Do you deny your behaviour is lacking?’


      ‘No, sir.’


      The answer barely disturbed the air hanging damply between them.


      ‘Are you then deserving of punishment?’


      The figure shuffled both feet.


      ‘Well!’ Archer’s voice rose fractionally. ‘Are you deserving of punishment?’


      ‘Y–yes, sir.’


      Caught in the firelight’s dancing beam Archer’s eyes seemed to glow, and the breath caught noisily in his throat throbbed as if from pleasure.


      ‘What was that? Speak up, boy!’


      With the answer trembling on shaking lips, the figure took a nervous step backwards.


      ‘I . . . I said yes, sir.’


      For several seconds neither of them moved. The only sound the young boy’s rapid breathing. Archer glanced about the shadowed room, a feeling of excitement beginning to tug low in his stomach.


      ‘Then you must ask for it,’ he purred, ‘ask for punishment.’


      ‘Please, sir  . . .’


      ‘I said ask boy!’


      The boy whimpered softly, the whole of his slight frame shaking visibly.


      ‘I . . . I beg for pardon, sir.’


      ‘You beg for pardon, Povey.’ Archer’s thin lips rolled back in a brutish smile. ‘That is the wrong word. It was not pardon I told you to ask for, it was punishment. Now you must beg, boy, beg for that punishment.’


      The whimper louder, almost a definite cry, the lad’s legs buckled beneath him. Eyes wide with fear, face ghostly pale in the light of flickering flames, mouth trembling, he looked at the older man stood with legs spread before the hearth.


      ‘I b— I beg you, sir, please punish my bad behaviour.’


      Finding it difficult to control the excitement growing in his stomach Archer swallowed hard.


      ‘Stand!’ He waited for the lad to rise. ‘Cap and tawse!’


      Going to the cupboard, almost invisible where the deepest shadows merged, the boy took out a silk-tasselled mortarboard and a bone-handled whip, its plaited cord ending in five small metal balls, each having several sharp spikes.


      ‘There.’ Archer pointed to the bed then, as the objects were laid on it, said thickly, ‘Prepare me.’


      His arms loose at his sides he made no attempt to help as the jacket was slipped from his shoulders; the tiny pearl buttons of his shirt were slowly undone and both were followed to a fireside chair by a spotless undervest.


      Waves of excitement rolling like surf in his loins, he bit back a gasp of breath at the touch of slender hands trailing down his chest.


      Infinitely more slowly than freeing the buttons on his shirt, the lad released trouser buttons, rolling them through long fingers, teasing each in an interminable foreplay, his hands following languorously over hard flesh as the last garments dropped to the ground.


      With firelight dancing over his naked limbs, excitement surging hot and fierce in every vein, Archer looked at the figure knelt at his feet.


      Glancing upwards, the young eyes gleamed among the shadows, the tip of a tongue pushing between parted lips as those soft hands began to move.


      As they began stroking over his legs, pressing sensuously over his thighs, the exquisite movement an intoxication inflaming his blood, driving his senses before it like a tide, Archer felt his whole body burn, then the hands closed over his buttocks, a new strength in them, pulling him forward towards the peeping tongue.


      ‘Punish me please, sir.’ Hushed as a prayer, the words touched against his fevered brain, their plea tantalising and provocative while the moist tongue flicked over hard aroused flesh, dragging a gasp from his open mouth, sending Archer’s body jerking backwards in an arc.


      ‘Punish me –’ the voice an infection in his blood, Archer pulled in a ragged breath as the fingers slid from his buttocks to cup the hard mound between his parted legs ‘– punish me –’ soft lips brushed the jerking flesh ‘– punish me with this.’


      ‘The bed.’ Croaking the reply, Archer forced himself to break from the delight that threatened to engulf him. Turning his back to the boy he said shakily, ‘Prepare yourself for punishment.’


      Impatience a sweet torment, he listened to the quiet sounds coming from behind him, the soft swish of falling garments, the slight creak of bed springs, then when all was quiet once more he turned.


      Light spilling from the lamp played over the form lying face-down on the bed, bare legs and bottom gilded by the pale translucent gleam.


      The breath tight in his throat, he picked up the mortarboard and set it on his head. Taking up the whip he cradled the bone handle in one palm.


      ‘You have been a naughty boy, is that not true, Povey?’ With his mouth pressed against the covers the boy’s answer was muffled.


      ‘Bad behaviour deserves stiff punishment.’


      A quiet cry rising from the bed was fuel to the flame of rampant emotion as Archer flipped the whip, the cut of it whistling around the room.


      ‘How many strokes shall we give today, boy? How many times shall we allow the cat to claw that soft little bottom of yours . . . three . . . ten?’


      He flicked the whip again, slicing it in the air above the semi-naked form, smiling as another whimper echoed the sound of plaited leather.


      ‘Do you cry for mercy?’ The whip hung motionless in the shadows. ‘Is that what you beg for now?’


      Face-down among the covers the small head nodded.


      ‘So!’ The whip arced downwards, one metal tip glancing across soft flesh, turning whimpers to a sharper cry of pain. Yellow light catching his eyes gave them a demonic glow as Archer laughed softly in his throat. ‘You plead for mercy now. What would you have me do . . . what mercy should I give?’


      Below him the slender buttocks lifted slightly, the movement sending wave after hedonistic wave of fire burning in the base of his stomach. Throwing the whip aside he climbed onto the bed, straddling the still form, spreading the legs wide.


      Beneath him the boy’s flesh was soft and pliant. The smell of cheap perfume invading nostrils and senses, Archer drew a quivering breath then drove deep into him.


      This was his pleasure . . . this was the one thing brought him that pure enjoyment . . . this was what Nathan Briant’s money would buy over and over again.


      A low cry of pain broke the silence but served only to increase the sensual volcanic tremors wracking Archer’s body. Slipping one hand beneath the head he cupped the small chin.


      But how much of that money would remain after  . . .


      Through the haze that wrapped his brain he saw the narrow jaundiced face of the man he had met at the bandstand.


      There would be none, that blackmailer would take it all.


      He drove harder into the yielding softness, mixed passions of anger and desire lending a new degree of hardness to his flesh.


      He would lose it all unless  . . .


      Pressing one arm heavily across the narrow shoulder he gasped, his upper body rearing back into an arc, his hand pulling the boy’s chin upwards.


      Archer Cranley would not be the one to lose!


      Taking a moment for his brain to clear he climbed from the bed, reaching automatically for his clothes as he threw off the mortarboard.


      Dressed for the street he fished in his pocket, drawing out a five-shilling piece. It was more than Povey would make in three nights but then to get what he wanted he must pay.


      ‘The same time next week. Be sure you take a bath on Sunday afternoon, and remember I require fresh sheets.’


      Glancing at the still figure, Archer frowned. Povey was usually up and counting the takings before he was dressed.


      ‘I said remember  . . .’


      Leaning over the bed he slapped a hand to the side of the boy’s head. The blow dislodged the cap and a veil of vivid red hair fell, half-covering the face that lolled at an awkward angle.


      ‘Povey!’ He grasped a shoulder, twisting the figure onto its back, then stared at the wide-open eyes and grotesquely twisted chin.


      Ripping open the shirt he touched a hand to a spot between the pointed breasts, then snatched it away. There was no heartbeat. Sally Povey was dead!


      But how? Forcing back the bile that rose to his throat Archer went over the events of minutes ago.


      He had been thinking of that scum in the park. One arm had been across the girl’s shoulder, the other hand beneath her chin . . . the moment of climax! Archer drew a quivering breath. At that moment he had jerked, snapping her head upwards. At that moment he had broken her neck!


      Panic sweeping through him, he rushed to the door then, as it opened to his hand, he hesitated. Leaving her there sprawled on the bed was begging an investigation. He closed the door, turning the key in the lock.


      Nobody knew he was here. He breathed deeply, calming his racing nerves. But it could only prove safer to be provident.


      Gathering the whip and mortarboard he replaced them in the cupboard. Then quickly stripping the body, he hung coat and cap beside them, placing folded shirt and knickerbockers on a shelf above the brightly polished shoes.


      Everything neatly in place he looked at the naked girl, her head twisted on her neck. Regardless of what he had done to make it appear otherwise, it was still only too clear she had been murdered, and that would mean a police inquiry. But they would find nothing to connect her with him. The killing of a common prostitute; it could be any one of her many clients.


      But the police were not all fools, they might dig and dig, and who knew what they might uncover. But he had tidied things away, left no trace of his being here. He glanced about the shadowed room. There was nothing out of the ordinary. He swallowed hard.


      Nothing other than a corpse on the bed !


      There had to be something, some way of disguising the truth.


      Beyond the window the clock in the tower of the church chimed the quarter hour. There was not much time. Archer felt the sweat wet on the palms of his hands.


      In fifteen minutes he had to be back in that graveyard, there to mingle with departing worshippers, covering his tracks the way he always did.


      But he could not leave the body to be found as it was, the risk was too great.


      Moisture gathering into droplets that oozed from his brow down over both cheeks, he turned off the lamp. The fainter light of the fire must serve for what he had to do, he could take no risk of being seen through paper-thin curtains.


      Snatching the sheet from beneath the inert body, he tore the whole into wide strips. Knotting them together he looped one end about the broken neck, drawing it close about the throat. Taking the other end he fastened it to the iron bedstead.


      Blinking perspiration from his eyes he peered cautiously through the window, breath wheezing gratefully from his lungs as he saw it looked straight onto the cemetery, the headstones rising like fingers of the dead struggling to break free beneath the covering darkness. There would be nobody lurking there.


      Raising the sash he listened to the silence. Satisfied he was watched by nothing but shadow he lifted the body from the bed, lowering it carefully from the window. Giving one last look about the room he walked downstairs. Taking hat and gloves he let himself out of the house, a cold smile touching his mouth.


      Sally Povey had committed suicide!










Chapter Four


‘Philip said that?’ Archer Cranley stared at his sister. ‘You are sure those were the words?’


      ‘Yesterday I told my father he could have the Briant inheritance. Now I tell you: he will never get it.’


      Edna repeated the words Philip had flung at her the night before.


      ‘I told you, Archer. I warned you one day the tables would be turned  . . .’


      ‘Nothing has been turned!’ Archer Cranley’s eyes glittered viciously.’ And nothing is going to be turned. I’ve waited too long to be denied now, that business will be mine, with or without that signature.’


      ‘But how . . . should a refusal—’


      ‘Refusal?’ His thin lips folding into obscurity Archer stared, ferret eyes sharp and bright as ever. ‘Being a sister of mine you should know I never accept refusal. I didn’t accept yours, did I?’


      ‘Mine was no real refusal,’ Edna snapped back. ‘But this one . . . this will be real enough. Philip meant what was said, meant every word; you would never get Briant’s property.’


      ‘So Philip meant those words, but what gave rise to them, what happened to spark that anger? You haven’t told me that.’


      ‘It . . . it was in Hannah’s bedroom—’


      ‘Hannah’s bedroom!’ Archer Cranley’s face darkened like a thunder cloud. ‘I told you Philip was never to go there unless I was present.’


      ‘I was seeing to the supper dishes and Philip was in the study. The books had to be finished and up to your standard before the morning. It wasn’t until I came out of the kitchen that I saw the door of Hannah’s room was open, and that was when I guessed what had happened.’


      It was not exactly as it had occurred but Edna had no intention of testing her brother’s anger with too accurate a description.


      ‘Philip was already beside the bed when I got there and holding a lamp, the light from it showed the bruises on her face.’


      His hand already bunched into a first Archer raised it above his head, teeth clenched together.


      ‘I’ve told you,’ he snarled, ‘told you ’til I’m sick of telling, keep your fists to yourself.’


      ‘And you keep yours the same way, least when it be me you be talking to.’ Edna did not flinch. ‘It were your hand did the damage, but strike me and I’ll tell it all to Philip, tell what it is you be guilty of.’


      ‘Shut your bloody mouth!’ Archer’s eyes flashed a warning but his hand lowered, the fingers uncurling. ‘You be as guilty as me, remember that before you threaten again, for sister or no, I would make sure you paid every bit as much as me.’


      ‘I’m sure you would.’ Edna smiled sarcastically. ‘But I’ve got nothing much to lose apart from the little you promised.’


      ‘Then if you want it as much now as when you agreed to it you will keep your mouth shut.’


      ‘A promise is a promise, eh, brother dear!’


      The bitch was as sour as ever, was it any wonder no man had ever wanted her. Archer sank heavily into the chair behind the desk. But he had to put up with her for the next few weeks, suffer her sharp tongue and acid face until his plans were realised and the Bottle and Glass was his.


      ‘Hannah . . . you be certain sure she was asleep?’


      The sudden flame of her nerves subsiding, Edna nodded. Archer could beat his wife but he could not afford to beat his sister; nor would he be able to cheat her of what he had promised, though the intention to do so was powerful in him. Archer had a great deal still to learn about his sister . . . a very great deal!


      ‘Certain sure, I gave her enough laudanum to put a horse to sleep.’


      ‘Be careful with that stuff.’ He looked up sharply. ‘We don’t want her going before time be ready.’


      Her eyebrows lifting, Edna stared contemptuously at the man whose greed had driven him to such lengths and would drive him further yet; and she would watch him as he went . . . and be waiting at the end.


      ‘It was your idea she be given laudanum.’ She smiled acridly. ‘You told the doctor she was not sleeping, that the pain of her mind kept her awake sobbing throughout the night; but we both know that wasn’t true, don’t we, Archer? We both know it was you didn’t want your wife to know how you spent those nights . . . or who with.’


      Fury a venom in his small jet-coloured eyes, Archer drew a slow breath as he looked at the long narrow face, every feature tight as a drum, greying hair parted at the centre of her forehead and wound in plaits around her ears. Had she ever been pretty . . . had he ever liked her?


      ‘I’ve warned you too many times, Edna –’ beneath the quiet tone threat throbbed loud and clear ‘– take note this be the last. What I do in or out of my own house be my own business, keep your tongue still if you want to keep it!’


      ‘Except this don’t be your house!’ Edna’s reply was crisp. ‘It be your wife’s house and after that it be Philip’s. Now I warn you, Archer, I don’t be no paid skivvy to tremble every time you sets foot in the house, and I be no fool neither. I’ve taken steps to guard my back for I know you too well for trust. I watched you grow up, remember; watched your devious ways and your mindless cruelty. But p’raps I shouldn’t term it mindless for you were ever aware of what you did, weren’t you Archer? Whether it were torturing a helpless animal or blackmailing the couples you spied on in the meadows. Oh yes, I know my brother well and he should know me. But so there will be no doubt, I will explain. Everything you have done, everything you hope to do has been set down in writing; you do to me what you intend to do with Hannah and her child and the whole lot will come out. You will be exposed as a thief and a murderer. How will that go down with your fancy lady friends!’


      Sat behind the desk Archer Cranley curved his mean-lipped mouth in a vicious smile, the cold malignity in his eyes lending an almost satanic look to his dark narrow features.


      ‘Have you ever asked yourself why Richard Stanton hanged himself?’ The laugh in his voice embellished the evil that enfolded him, draping itself like a cloak about his body. ‘It was because he couldn’t face up to the prospect of marrying you. Death was preferable to being tied for life to a plain-faced, sour-bellied spiteful woman whose only joy in life was seeing others suffer. You were that way as a girl and you are that way now. You will always be that way, Edna, a vicious scheming bitch nobody likes and nobody should trust. He knew what you were, what you would become.’


      ‘Unlike Hannah . . . unlike the woman you intend to kill!’ Edna Cranley’s face suddenly matched the evil of her brother’s. ‘We are of a kind, you and I. Blood of my blood, Archer . . .’ she laughed softly. ‘We were both spawned of the devil and both follow willingly in his footsteps.’


      Turning away she paused at the door, the words she laughed back at him soft as black silk.


      ‘Blood of my blood, Archer, blood of my blood !’


 


‘Why should I not be allowed to see my mother?’ Philippa Cranley faced the man tracing a finger down a row of neatly columned figures.


      ‘Who says you are not allowed?’ Archer Cranley did not raise his head.


      ‘The door to Mother’s room was locked, it has been that way the last several times I have been to see her. Why is that, Father, if not to keep me out?’


      Checking the column again Archer took time before answering.


      ‘The way you say it makes it appear you feel it is only yourself kept from your mother’s room.’


      ‘That is exactly what I feel!’ Philippa’s irate answer cracked across the quiet room.


      ‘Why?’ Archer Cranley turned a page of the heavy ledger.


      ‘Why! I have told you why! Each time I try to see my mother I find her door locked and I demand to know the reason.’


      ‘Demand!’ One finger halfway down the page, Archer looked up. ‘You demand! Are you forgetting, Philip, you are not yet master in this house.’


      ‘I’m sorry, Father, but—’


      ‘Have you also forgotten’ – the interruption was cold and deliberate – ‘that although she be your mother, Hannah Cranley is my wife, that who she does or does not see be for me to choose, and that the same will apply even after you come into your inheritance. This house will one day belong to you but Hannah Cranley will always belong to me!’
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