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I would like to dedicate this book to Rod Serrell

who gave me the idea.
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The tiny cabin which she had shared with her sister for most of her nineteen years was so cramped that when she tried to stretch her legs her feet jammed themselves against the wall that divided the cabin from the hold, and the bed she slept in was so narrow she almost fell out as she turned on to her back. She had become adept at fitting herself on to what was really no more than a wooden shelf with a slight curve in it to adapt to the shape of the narrowboat’s prow, but sometimes, on the point of waking, when her body was totally relaxed, she nearly spilled out on to the deck.

Yawning widely, she pulled the patchwork quilt more closely about her ears, doing her best to slip back into that warm, drowsy state from which she had just awakened, but she could hear her pa talking to Magic on the towpath and knew that it was time she was moving. It would be full daylight outside, for it was June and dawn broke early at this time of the year, but just for a moment or two she allowed herself the luxury of another dip into drowsiness. Betsy, from her bed on the opposite side of the cabin, no more than eighteen inches from Ally’s, murmured in her sleep and seemed to laugh and Ally wondered what she was dreaming about. Probably some chap she’d seen on a passing boat and with whom she was having a flirtation in her sleep. She lived in another world, did Betsy, a world of fantasy that had nothing to do with the life in which she and her family actually existed.

It was no good. She really would have to get a move on or Ma would be storming across the planks that bridged the cargo wanting to know why her daughters were not out of their beds and ready to begin the day’s journey. Floating on the air and teasing her nostrils was the delicious smell of bacon frying. In response her stomach growled softly and her mouth watered and with a groan she threw back the quilt and put her feet to the highly polished wooden floor of the cabin. Reaching forward, she dragged the quilt from her sister then sat back as Betsy shrieked indignantly and did her best to pull the bedcovers about her but Ma’s voice rang out warningly.

“Now then, you two, it’s high time yer were up. Pa’s feedin’ Magic and Jack’s gone fer water. Come on, our Betsy” – her voice softening as did all those that addressed themselves to Betsy – “get yersenn outer bed, chuck. See, here’s a nice cuppa; pass it to our Betsy, Ally,” for Betsy still continued to curl up in the dark cosiness of the bed-hole.

“Don’t I get one?” Ally complained, but without bitterness for after eighteen years she was well used to being considered slightly inferior, at least in her looks, and had become accustomed to the way her sister was treated not only by Ma and Pa but every awestruck person, man or woman, who clapped eyes on her. It didn’t worry her unduly, her own sense of humour and tenacity of spirit allowing her to overcome what could have been hurtful, particularly in childhood. She might not be beautiful as Betsy was but she knew her own worth in other quarters.

“Course tha’ does, lass. Tekk it while it’s nice an’ ’ot an’ then get thissen dressed before Pa an’ Jack come in.” Not that Pa or her brother Jack would dream of entering the tiny cabin in the prow of the boat where Ally and Betsy slept. They had lived all their lives in close proximity to one another and customs, routines, a way of existing side by side despite the lack of space had been well regulated for as long as Ally could remember. They were canal boat people. Their antecedents had been canal boat people for over a hundred years and ever since Pa’s grandfather – or was it his great-grandfather? – had left his cottage beside the canal in the early part of the century they had lived on the narrowboat which plied her trade between Leeds and Liverpool.

“Ma, can’t I bide here another minute or two?” Betsy whined from the depth of the bed-hole, but over this one matter regarding her younger daughter, Edie Pearce, who was a stickler for the proprieties, was firm. Betsy was indulged in so many ways but certain rules must be adhered to. They were to get under way by six. Fred and Jack had not yet eaten and the breakfast that Edie had prepared was ready to be served. When her family had been fed with the gargantuan feast she considered necessary to begin the punishing day, when the dishes and frying pan were washed and stowed away and the cabin tidied, they would set out on their journey to Liverpool. The cargo of baled woollen goods which they had loaded at Bradford the previous afternoon was sheeted up, and in half an hour Edie Pearce was aware that her Fred would begin their journey, with or without their Betsy! Not that he would leave her behind, for he doted on her, as she herself did, but if she wasn’t dressed, out of the cabin and sitting down to her breakfast in the stern cabin in the next thirty seconds he would not be suited.

“No, yer can’t so frame yersenn, our Betsy. No, not another word or yer’ll feel the flat o’ me ’and,” which all three women knew was an empty threat, for when had anyone ever raised their hand to pretty Betsy Pearce, except perhaps her exasperated sister when they were younger for which she’d earned herself many a clout. Certainly neither of her doting parents. In fact their Jack often said, in their hearing, for he was a forthright lad, that if she’d had a bloody good hiding when she was a little lass she might not have turned out to be such a mardy brat.

All three women, mother and her daughters, were dressed in the traditional boatwoman’s outfit when Fred Pearce entered the stern cabin. Each wore a blouse with delicately worked pleating from the neck to the waist with long sleeves, somewhat full so that they could be rolled up to the elbow. Edie’s was sprigged cotton, Ally’s was white but Betsy had chosen a pale blue-green, the exact shade of her eyes, for Betsy Pearce had long ago learned the art of enhancing her own exquisite looks. Since it was summer their long, striped skirts were of cotton. Full enough to enable them to jump on and off the boat but not so full as to get in their way as they did it. Again they were decorated with tucks and rows of ribbon and over the skirt they each wore a long white apron without a bib. They had wide waistbands buttoned at the back and Betsy, knowing the enchantment of her tiny waist, which emphasised the roundness of her high breasts, and the admiring looks it would invite from a man, wore a wide, hand-woven spiderweb-stitch belt. The belt was normally worn by a man, that or an embroidered belt and braces made in the evening by the women, but Betsy cared nothing for the custom since she was of the opinion that it flattered her own appearance and that was all that mattered to her. Their bonnets, which they had not yet put on, were the pride of their boatwoman’s costumes. Made originally as a farmworker’s sun bonnet, they were lined and worn like a hat, summer and winter, with the brim tipped well forward over the eyes to shade them from the sun, the crown on the top of the head and the strings tied behind the head under the hair. But the beauty of them was in the broderie anglaise that decorated them, the feather-stitching, the fluted pleats that fell halfway down their backs, the bows that adorned them, for it would not do to be too “plain”.

Fred and Jack wore hard-wearing corduroy trousers and jackets with plain velvet collars and matching waistcoats. The jackets had brass buttons and the waistcoats were fashioned in what was known as keyhole-shaped neck openings. Today, because it was warm, they had discarded their jackets. Their shirts were collarless and made of striped cotton, the sleeves rolled up to the elbow to reveal their brawny brown arms and, as all boatmen did, they wore belts and braces, the latter to keep up their trousers and the former to act as a body strap to hold their windlass. Their belts were of leather but for “best” they wore the intricately embroidered silk belts like the one Betsy had purloined. At their throats were neckerchiefs, folded over the shirt bands. Their outfits were completed with boots and flat caps though Fred, who was proud of his independence as a boat-owner, often wore a bowler hat. Apart from the bowler and the men’s caps, every stitch of clothing the family wore had been made by Edie on her Singer sewing-machine, bought on hire purchase from a firm in Liverpool several years ago and almost paid for! Before the arrival of the sewing-machine all boatwomen had almost gone blind as they fashioned their families’ outfits by hand, by candlelight!

Fred and Edie’s bed-hole had been closed up, the bedding had been removed and stored in a locker at the end of the cabin, and the table which had been folded out from Edie and Fred’s bed-hole was laid with five bowls of creamy frumenty – Yorkshire porridge – to start with. This would be followed by plates laden with crisply fried bacon, fried tomatoes, eggs, fried bread and mushrooms, with enormous mugs of strong, sweet tea to wash it all down. Not that Betsy would eat half that her mother put out for her since she had a horror of spoiling her slender figure, but nevertheless Edie begged her to eat up as it would be hours before they tied up for the night.

“Ma, I don’t know why yer keep piling me plate up like this. Yer know I can’t eat it, not wi’ my appetite,” Betsy complained. Her brother and sister sighed, for they were aware that Betsy considered herself to be something of a lady, despite her position in life, and it was well known that ladies, real ladies, ate like sparrows, or so the daft magazines she picked up here and there told her.

“Chuck, yer know yer’ll need ter keep up yer strength and eatin’ a good breakfast’s the only way ter do it. It’s ‘all up brew from ’ere’,” which was Edie’s Lancashire way of saying that the going would be more difficult from now on. Shipley, Bingley, Keighley, Skipton, Gargrave, winding through the valleys of the Pennine chain into Lancashire, and though neither she nor Fred expected pretty, dainty Betsy to do more than the lightest tasks she could not throw off the belief that a good breakfast set you up for the day. Both Ally and Jack ate heartily. It did her good to see them packing it away and enjoying it, though neither of them showed for it. Thin as rakes, both of them, with not a pick on them, but strong, cheerful and willing, a real help to Fred who, had they not been his crew, would have been forced to hire at least one man to help him.

Ally, though a good lass, didn’t have the place in her mother’s heart that Betsy did. Tall, she was, lean and strong as a lad with no bosom to speak of and that hair of hers, which she kept cut short with Edie’s sewing scissors, was a disgrace, all over her head in a tumble of chestnut curls more like a lad than a lass. She’d got a good leathering from her pa on the day she’d first taken the scissors to it, saying she couldn’t be mithered with it hanging down to her bum. Her sore bum had caused her to stand up for a week when her incensed pa had done with her! Mind, she’d lovely eyes, the exact colour of the whisky her Fred treated himself to now and again. They had thick brown lashes surrounding them and glowed with good health but, sadly, in Edie’s opinion lads only had to get a glimpse of their Betsy and Ally became invisible. Not that she seemed to care, for her whole life, the force that drove her was centred on the canal and the narrowboats that sailed on it. She knew every craft that plied its trade between Leeds and Liverpool, narrowboats, short boats, fly boats, flats, every cargo that was carried, from where to where, tonnage, tolls, locks, and was capable, had her pa allowed it, of sailing the Edith single-handed.

“Try a taste, love, there’s a good lass,” Edie coaxed Betsy. “That there bacon’s right crisp just as yer like it. Will I purrit between two pieces o’ bead for yer?” But Betsy shook her dainty head, her hair, which fell to her buttocks in a cascade of silver-gilt curls, smoothly brushed back into a neat chignon and fastened in a net. One or two tendrils escaped, deliberately loosened, her long-suffering sister was inclined to think, wisping enchantingly about her white brow and over her delicately shaped ears and Edie felt the emotion this child of hers evoked move tenderly in her breast.

She and Fred often remarked on it in the privacy of their bed-hole, the mystery of where this fairy-like child of theirs had come from. Jack and Ally were dark and, though not unattractive, were wholesome and what Edie thought of as earthy, as she and Fred were. Ally was the cleverer of the two and had learned to read and write in some miraculous way at whichever Sunday school they happened to tie up near along the route. Jack could stumble his way through a child’s primer with Ally’s help but Betsy, seeing no need for it, had ignored all Ally’s offers of help and, though now and again she begged her sister to “say it to her” when flummoxed over the words beneath the picture of some fashionable lady in a magazine, scorned the hours Ally spent of an evening poring over the written word.

They never came to any satisfactory conclusion, deciding she must be a throwback from some ancestor, though again they couldn’t have said from where. Both she, Fred and their respective families were short, sturdy, dark, come from the labouring classes who had worked the canals for over a century. Once the family had owned a cottage beside the canal near Ollerton Fold between Chorley and Blackburn. Boats were manned by men and boys then whose families lived ashore. They were land-based and enjoyed a higher standard of living than did farm labourers or factory workers. In the early part of the century this prosperity was followed by a drastic decline. Edie was not awfully sure why Fred’s family had left the cottage and took to living on the boat. Fred thought it was something to do with what he called a depression after the Napoleonic Wars, whatever they were, when trade was bad and Fred’s . . . would he be grandfather or great-grandfather, she couldn’t work it out, had worked the canals between Liverpool and Wigan, but the wages needed for a crew apparently could not be found, Fred told her, so the women gave up their cottages and, taking their children with them, worked as crews for their husbands. Before her time, of course, and Fred’s, but this way of life, the canals, the narrowboats was the only one they had ever known.

The wooden walls of the cabin in which they ate and where Edie and Fred slept were so hung about with ornaments you couldn’t put a pin between them. Horse brasses, brass doorknobs, brass oil lamps, all highly polished in order to catch and reflect the light, its only source the open hatchway door. “Lace” plates threaded with ribbon with pretty painted landscapes in the centre hung wherever there was a space, and on every edge, shelves, the stove, wherever they could be tacked, were lace trims. Each item in the cabin had its own home and every member of the family knew exactly where that might be, returning it there when not in use. The muddle that would have ensued if this practice had not been strictly followed would have been, in Edie’s northern idiom, a right to-do-ment!

Lustreware china and brass jugs marched in rows on shelves and every single cupboard door and hatch with a bare surface was painted with some bright picture. All the cupboards had let-down doors to act as tables or seats and the panel doors were decorated with roses or castles, come, it was said, from the cottages of the eighteenth century. The decorations themselves originated in the mists of time, copied from the great houses, filtering down through the social classes and taken up by the boat people. There were landscapes of fantastic dream-like scenes featuring a river or a stream, usually with a bridge, and so familiar were they to the family that their beauty was scarcely noticed. A canary sang its heart out in a cage and a rough dog of indeterminate breed squatted between Jack Pearce’s legs, as well used to the cramped conditions and how to overcome them as the rest of them.

Ally reached for her bonnet though she would dearly have liked to leave it off. In fact she would dearly have liked to wear what their Jack wore, for there was nothing more irksome to her than the need to clamber about the boat and stride along the towpath in the long skirt women of the day were forced into. She loved the life of the boat people and had, from an early age, done the same work as Jack but without his freedom of movement. She bemoaned the fact a dozen times a day to Ma and even, if the moment seemed right, to Pa, but it made no difference. She was a lass and though she and Ma did as much, if not more than Pa and Jack, Pa could not be persuaded to allow her to wear what Jack wore.

She and Ma took turns at the tiller, at the locks, at the toll-houses, leading Magic along the towpath, even helping with the loading of a cargo, then, at the end of the day, set to in preparing a meal for the family. They scoured their living quarters, for Mam was a stickler for cleanliness, hating dirt as a believer in the Holy Bible hates sin, and it was part of Ally’s working day to help Ma to remove it with what Ma called elbow grease, and if she ever resented the idle way in which Betsy spent her day, which she did, saying so energetically, it made little difference. Betsy was what Ma liked to term “delicate”, for Betsy was pale and slender and – so she said – easily tired. Ma and Pa were down-to-earth, practical, sensible and not unintelligent, but where their Betsy was concerned they were as blinkered as Magic as she walked the towpath.

“I’ll get started, Pa, shall I?”

“Aye, chuck.” Fred lit his pipe and reached for his cap. “Magic’s hitched up an’ fed. Jack’s fetched water so ’appen our Betsy could clear up,” casting a fond eye on his pretty daughter who was daintily sipping her tea, wiping her rosy mouth on a scrap of material she called her “napkin”. Where the devil she got her fancy ideas from Fred couldn’t imagine unless it was them magazines she picked up in the big towns they passed through. She loved to look at the illustrations of the great ladies in their pages which their Ally, being a good-hearted lass and clever with her reading, was often wheedled to read out to her. What was to become of her he daren’t think, for she certainly wasn’t cut out to be the wife of one of the rough boatmen who plied their trade on the canals. Like him!

“Oh, Pa,” Betsy protested. “I’m not feelin’ that well. Can I not just lie down fer a while? It’s me . . . well, yer know,” casting down her eyes and blushing. “Just until we gerr under way.”

Fred, horribly embarrassed to be reminded of “women’s things”, as he called them, backed off hastily, turning towards the steps that led to the deck.

“Yer know yer ma don’t like ter leave pots an’ things,” he mumbled.

“Oh, let ’er be, Fred. I’ll see to it an’ then I’ll do a bit o’ washin’. She can ’ang it out fer me. It’s a fine day an’ll dry right quick up on deck. See, our Jack, gerrup on deck an’ untie lines fer yer Pa.”

She turned her attention to her younger daughter, begging her to sit ’ersenn down, which was daft in Ally’s opinion since Betsy had not as yet stood up, asking anxiously if she’d like another cup of tea or should she make her a bowl of “pobs”, the recipe of bread and hot milk a sovereign cure for a bad stomach, for didn’t it put a good lining on it? As soon as she’d tidied up she’d get out her potions, one of which, chamomile, would soon have the lass on her feet again. She had been the same before her women’s monthlies had dried up, with acute cramping pains that had laid her low, but her old mam, who some said was a healer, had taught her which herbs cured what and even, on occasion, how to mend a broken bone. She knew where along the canal banks and the fields bordering it herbs grew, chamomile, rampaging anywhere, even on piles of rubble, being one of them.

Ally jumped nimbly from the prow of the boat on to the canal bank, her skirt swinging to show her neat ankles and sturdy black clogs. A man dressed like her father, steering a passing boat going towards the docks at Bradford, gave her a cheerful greeting, tipping his cap in her direction.

“Awreet, Ally?” he shouted.

“Grand, thanks, Bert,” waving her hand to him. His wife and five children were clustered on deck and the sixth, a lad of ten, was leading their horse along the towpath. Most of the narrow-boat families knew one another. There was a network of communication between them offering advice on cargoes that were available and where they might be found, and bound. Work was often discovered this way, by word of mouth, and the livelihood of them all depended one upon another. That is in those who owned their own boats. “Number ones” they called themselves, the meaning of which was lost in time, but they were proud, proud of their boats, proud of their work, their heritage and, as Fred was fond of saying, wouldn’t change their way of life for that of one of the grand dukes up in London.

“Got yer wool, ’ave yer?” he went on.

“Aye, thanks, Bert. If yer get goin’ yer’ll gerr a cargo.”

“Thanks, Ally.”

“Cheerio then. ’Appen we’ll see yer in Liverpool.”

Checking automatically that her father was ready at the tiller, having turned it into the correct working position, that Jack had untied the lines, Ally grasped Magic by her noseband and urged the animal to begin her pull. To move the loaded boat the horse had to hang forward in her collar until it broke the boat’s inertia, straining until she could take another step. As the boat gathered way, with Ally murmuring encouragement in Magic’s ears which were covered with ear caps crocheted by her ma to protect them from the flies, the task was easier. They would be under way for fourteen hours and Magic had to feed and drink on the move from a nose tin. Magic was well cared for, seen regularly by the farriers along the route, for on most days she walked twenty-five miles and she was re-shod every two weeks. Ma, with her gift for herbal remedies, treated her as she treated her family; one of her potions was a salve prepared from boiled-up oak bark and alum to rub on any sores her harness might cause. If there was a stable handy when they tied up Pa always made sure she was under cover despite the cost.

Once the boat was gliding smoothly on the water and Magic had found her rhythm, Ally moved to the reins at Magic’s rump and, clicking her tongue, began the task of leading the animal along the towpath. Magic was an intelligent, well-trained animal and had been taught by Fred to go by herself without leading, starting or stopping to a word of command or the smart crack of the smacking whip. Not that the whip ever smacked the animal, for she was well loved by the whole family, but the smacking whips were cracked by all boatmen and women as a warning at turns in the canal. The noise they made was distinctive and could be easily heard and recognised.

The sun was hot, bringing out the fragrance of the plants that bloomed in the grass bordering the towpath. The plants were bigger, more luxuriant than those that grew further afield, due, no doubt, to the proximity of the water. There were huge docks and tall, pink-flowered willow-herb and at their feet grew the shorter wild forget-me-nots. Yellow iris lifted their heads in the water’s edge and great balsam grew up to six feet in height. Leaving Magic to plod along unguided, which she did placidly, Ally gathered a great bunch into her apron and with a graceful skip and a leap boarded the slow-moving Edith, ready to hand the flowers to her mother. Ma was up to her elbows in soap suds. The vividly painted washtub was perched on the small deck above the rear cabin and Ma was attacking the family’s washing with her usual vigour. Just coming out of the cabin, an expression of petulant resignation on her face, was Betsy who had been unwillingly persuaded to hang out the wash on the line which hung from the box mast to the luby on the topmast.

“When yer’ve finished hanging out the wash put them flowers in water for Ma,” Ally told her sister shortly. “That’s if yer’ve the strength.”

“Don’t you talk ter me like that, our Ally—” Betsy began but Edie cut her short.

“Now then, you two, non o’ that there buck. See, Betsy . . .”

But Ally did not stay to hear what Ma might have to say to Betsy, leaping agilely from the deck to the towpath and taking up her position behind Magic. Moorhens swam from one clump of flotsam to another, creating a small V behind them in which their chicks followed like small fluffy balls. Ally watched them and sighed contentedly. Jack’s dog, Teddy, ran after him as her brother dashed on ahead to the first of the dozens of locks that had to be passed through before they reached their destination. Ally turned her face rapturously to the sun. She was filled with a joyous happiness which she knew nothing could ever shatter.
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The construction of the Leeds to Liverpool Canal took over forty-five years, but the journey from the warehouses on the Bradford Canal, which joined the Leeds to Liverpool, to Liverpool itself took the Edith five days.

Their first hurdle, if it could be called so, were the locks, five of them, at Bingley, named the Five Rise Staircase, and it was here that Alice and Jack Pearce were called upon to work as a team, one on either side of the canal. The slope of the waterway was steep and therefore the five locks were necessary to raise the boat from the lower level to the higher. Working through the locks in a staircase could raise problems. As the paddles of one lock were opened the water would usually run down to the lock below. If this was full the water would flood over the sides, but Ally and Jack had worked these locks a hundred times, making quite certain that the lower lock was emptied in readiness, which is why Jack had run on ahead. It took time, and time was money, to get through the locks system and any minute saved was a bonus. The locks were narrow and once the Edith was in a staircase no other boat could move in the opposite direction. Ally and Jack worked smoothly and efficiently opening and closing paddles and gates, allowing the level of water to be lowered or highered, all under the watchful eye of the lock-keeper who was ready to lend a hand if one was needed. The crew of the Edith had never, to his recollection, asked for or needed assistance.

When they were through and ready to journey onwards towards Silsden the toll-keeper, whose toll office was attached at this part of the canal to the lock-keeper’s cottage, emerged importantly. He wiped his bushy moustache with the back of his hand, giving it an extra twirl as Betsy Pearce twinkled at him from her comfortable place on the Edith’s deck where she had plumped up a cushion, the washing flapping on the line above her head, and settled herself in the sun. Beneath a parasol, naturally, for the idea that her face might turn the same honey tint as her sister’s filled her with horror. She gave the impression of a lady who had inadvertently found herself in rough company but was bravely doing her best to overcome it, as a lady would. But whereas a lady might engage herself with a scrap of fine embroidery, Betsy was pretending to crochet. It was called the “poor man’s lace”, a description Betsy did not care for, but it enabled the boatwomen to produce lace-like edging or fabric to adorn themselves or the interior of their cabins, where it was hung to shield the bed-hole among other decorations. It was stitched to new bonnets and aprons and sometimes, in the absence of lace, to the frill of a petticoat.

The toll-keeper carried his gauging stick with him, twirling this along with his moustache for extra effect. Aware that Betsy was watching him, he made a great show of weighing Fred’s cargo which was performed with his gauging stick. The Edith had been weighed when new and the means of calculating the toll depended on her displacement in water. When cargo was loaded the boat sailed lower and it was this displacement that the toll-keeper measured. Fred paid the toll in cash to the collector, receiving a toll ticket which was placed with others of the family’s important documents such as Fred and Edith’s marriage certificate and the birth certificates of their children, four of whom had died, in a special little cubby-hole next to the hatch cover.

Betsy smiled at the toll-keeper and dimpled at any man who happened to be looking at her, which, if Ally was truthful with herself, and she usually was, meant every man within a hundred yards. Ma was waiting beyond the locks with Magic whom she had walked up, and after once more harnessing the horse to the towline the Edith moved off. This time Jack led Magic, striding out behind the animal, whistling a cheerful tune and nodding to all and sundry, especially the young women who walked the towpath or who sat on the cabin roofs of passing boats. Ally followed while Edie sprang aboard and climbed down into the cabin to brew up a pot of tea. Fred puffed his pipe with great contentment, steering expertly across the three aqueducts that lay between Bingley and Kildwick, neither he nor Edie finding anything unusual in their younger daughter lolling on the deck while Ally and Jack walked the towpath.

Ally was the same. She and Jack were so used to the favouritism showed their sister, having been told so often that their Betsy was a delicate flower who could not really be expected to bloom as they did in any old weedpatch, that she was content to tramp beside the static water of the canal. The sky was an arch of blue above her head, cloudless without a breath of wind. On her right across the canal stretched Skipton Moor and to her left Carlton Moor, both vivid glowing carpets of colour, the yellow of gorse, the purple of heather in its summer glory. There would be bilberries growing amidst them, for this was lower moorland, never more than eight or nine hundred feet where the bleakness of the upper moorland did not encroach upon the vegetation. Sheep drifted, and here and there a white farmhouse sprouted out of the very heather itself, a plume of smoke from each chimney painting a streak of white across the depth of the blue. For nineteen years, having been born on the Edith in the canal basin at Liverpool, Ally had walked or sailed up and down this canal. As a baby tethered to the deck, as a toddler perched on Snowdrop’s broad back, Snowdrop being the horse Pa had owned then, as a youngster learning the mechanics of locks, even to the steering of the Edith, in all weathers, fine and foul, this had been her place in life, the boat her only home. She had fished on this very spot, catching roach, dace, bream, perch and chub which Ma had cooked on the range in the cabin. She had watched, enchanted, a kingfisher flying like a bright blue flash up the canal in front of the boat, landing on a bush and then whisking away as the boat drew up to it. Wagtails wagged their tails on the towpath and the fields were black with crows looking for worms. Swallows darted for insects of a fine evening as the family sat at rest on the deck and Magic, if rain was not forecast, grazed on the towpath.

“We’ll mekk it ter Skipton Pool, I reckon, our Edie,” she heard Pa say to Ma as the afternoon drew to its close. The midges were beginning to bite and though the smoke from Pa’s pipe kept them from him she had no such defence against their nuisance.

“Right, lad. Now then, our Betsy, stir yersenn an’ gie me a ’and. There’s taters need peelin’ and yer’d best bring in the wash.”

“Oh, Ma, do I ’ave ter? Our Ally’ll—”

For once Ma was firm. “Never mind our Ally. Lass ’as bin walking that towpath all day an’ so ’as our Jack an’ I reckon both of ’em’d be glad ter put their feet up. There’s the tunnel termorrer if we get that far an’ they’ll both ’ave ter ’elp yer Pa ter get boat through. That’s nearly a mile, my lass an’ . . .”

Ma’s voice trailed behind her down the cabin steps with Betsy following, still lamenting on the state of her stomach which, despite Ma’s dose of chamomile, was still paining her, she said. To listen to her you’d think she had her monthlies once a week, Ally thought.

There were no locks between Bingley and Skipton so it was comparatively easy going to edge the boat to a mooring near to a block of warehouses where there was the added advantage of stables where Magic could spend the night. Out in the country and if the weather was fine Magic could be safely tethered near the boat but here where there was the bustle of the boats loading and unloading their cargoes, where men, sometimes of a dubious character, might lurk Fred was not prepared to leave the animal where she might be either stolen or injured. There would be proven for her and a dry stable for the night. She had walked almost twenty-seven miles this day, and though he and Edith had taken their turn on the towpath, leaving Ally and Jack at the tiller, they had all been on their feet for the same length of time.

He leaped ashore, passing the tiller to Ally as she jumped the narrowing gap between dock and boat, and with Jack he hauled at the braking line and even then it took a fair drag before the two strong men brought the boat to a halt.

“Aye up, Fred, ista lookin’ fer cargo?” a voice hailed them from further along the wharf. A tall, thin, harried-looking man galloped towards them and seemed ready to embrace Fred in his eagerness but Fred, who was slow, deliberate, elbowed him off since he needed to be careful that the drag of the boat did not pull Magic into the canal.

“Nay, Arthur lad,” he answered at last as the man hovered round him. “I’ve woollen goods aboard and our Jack’s sleepin’ in’t hold as it is. What yer got?”

“Limestone fer Liverpool,” Arthur replied hopefully.

“Well, there I’d ’ave ter say no, lad.”

Ally stepped forward into the light of the lamps which were beginning to be lit along the wharf. “Pa,” she began,” I reckon us could—”

“That’ll do, our Ally,” Pa cut in tartly, for it was well known in the family that Ally would almost sink the bloody boat for a bit of extra cargo. Didn’t mind taking a risk if it earned them a few more bob but that was not Fred’s way. Cautious, careful, thoughtful, slow-thinking and it had kept them relatively prosperous, hadn’t it? A good living he made on the Edith and he wasn’t prepared to chance her, or his trade, on the foolish whims of a lass.

Ally sighed, for she had been of the opinion that with a bit of shuffling about the bales of woollen goods could be made to squeeze up a bit and at this time of the year it wouldn’t hurt their Jack to sleep on the deck. If it had been her decision she’d have taken the chance, for woollen goods did not weigh anything like the thirty-two tons the boat could take. Still, Pa was the master of this vessel and would stand no argument.

She was just about to descend into the cabin from where the most tantalising smell of cooking food drifted, wondering if Ma had prevailed upon their Betsy to peel the taters, when a woman’s voice called out to her from the thickening gloom of the wharf.

“Did tha’ say tha’ were fer Liverpool, chuck?”

Ally turned to where a woman in a somewhat tattered skirt and shawl teetered on the edge of the canal basin. She clutched her shawl about her anxiously, looking round furtively as though she were afraid of being overheard.

Ally took a step towards her. She could see Jack in the light from the lamp that hung over the stable door where he had just installed Magic. He was having a gab with one of the stable lads, laughing in that infectious way he had and she knew that when they had eaten he and probably Pa would wander over to the Swan for a mug or two of ale. He was evidently arranging to meet the stable lad there.

“What can I do fer yer?” she asked the woman. “Is it a message?”

“Aye, lass, if tha’ could. Me sister lives by’t docks an’ I want ’er ter know our Jess ’as bin brought ter bed wi’ a little lad. ’Er first, an’ ’appen, on tha’ way back up ’ere tha’ could let me know if their Albert’s better. ’E ’ad a fall an’ . . . well, I’d be glad of news. She’ll be lookin’ out fer thi’, or at least some canal boat an’ I’ll watch out this end.” Her voice ended on an anxious, apologetic note.

This was not an unusual occurrence. On a pleasant Sunday people often came down to the “cut”, as the canals were called, and walked with the boats for a mile or so, gathering news, passing on their own, very often the canals being their only source of communication.

“Rightio, lass,” Ally said gently, for the woman looked worried and fearful. “What’s yer sister’s name?”

“Aggie Wainwright. She favours me so tha’ll recognise ’er. She’ll be asking all the boats. She were right fond of our Jess from ’er being a bairn an’ I’m mithered about ’er Albert.” She tried a smile, which barely lifted the corners of her tired mouth, and Ally was tempted to ask her aboard to share the meal that Ma was making but she resisted, for she knew Ma and Pa were eager to get to their beds in readiness for the journey tomorrow. There were four locks to be got through: Holme Bridge, Gargrave which had five rises, Bank Newton which had six and Greenberfield which had three before they reached the mile-long Foulridge Tunnel which had to be legged through. A long and exhausting day and they’d be lucky to manage fifteen miles.

“Don’t worry, lass, I’ll look out for ’er. An’ we’ll be back this way in about a fortnight.”

The woman smiled, a full smile, then turned and disappeared into one of the dark ginnels that divided the warehouses.

The next day was as bright and fair as the previous one. As usual Betsy complained her way out of doing any serious work, listlessly helping her mother to wash the breakfast things with water from the barrel Jack had brought from the pump on the wharf and placed on the tiny deck, which was formed by theroof of the cabin. It was brightly painted, as was every single article above and below deck, a vivid scarlet banded with yellow and white and at each end a pattern of roses like a crown of jewels. Beside it was the enamel water jug, equally vivid with paint, which was used to carry water down to the cabin, and next to that was Teddy’s kennel. No dog in the world was as well or decoratively housed as Teddy, for even the simple boxlike shape with its sloping roof was exquisitely adorned. The smoke stack – which could be lowered should they enter a tunnel – and the box in which was kept Magic’s proven were similarly embellished. The sides of the cabin had castles painted on them, two of them, and in between was the intricately painted lettering FREDERICK PEARCE with the registration number of his barge beneath. Even the tiller and rudder and the two towing masts were similarly wreathed about with colour, the whole a glorious picture of the canal boatman’s art.

Yesterday’s pattern of working the boat was repeated, each one of them taking a turn at the tiller, walking the towpath behind Magic, with Jack and Ally working the locks. Even Betsy, looking quite enchanting in her frilled bonnet and turning the head of every man who glanced at her, was persuaded into leading Magic, for as the boat approached Foulridge Tunnel both Jack and Fred, who would leg it through, rested a little in preparation for the task. A timetable for entering the tunnel had been drawn up many years ago with boats allowed to enter for an hour every four hours, the times at each end being staggered by two hours. This allowed for a maximum of two hours to leg a boat through. There were men at each end who were professional leggers who would take a boat through for a few pence but both Fred and Jack scorned them, for were they not two strong and experienced leggers themselves?

Magic was freed from her harness and, nodding pleasantly to all and sundry since she knew what a charming picture she made – dainty girl leading a majestic mare – Betsy moved off to walk the length of the tunnel on the picturesque path that led to the other end.

When their turn to proceed was signalled at the entrance to the tunnel, Jack and his father lay out on planks of wood from the sides of the boat, their heads almost touching, and began the exhausting labour of “walking” upside-down along the canal, their feet thudding on the dirt-encrusted walls, their hands clutching the sides of the planks on which they lay. At the last moment, since there was nothing she could do in the inky darkness of the cabin, Ma decided she might as well walk with their Betsy. In fact it might be more prudent if she did so in view of the girl’s flighty inclination to simper at every man in sight. Mind you, Edie Pearce had not yet worked out why her lovely daughter did so, for the girl had said a thousand times she wouldn’t dream of marrying a boatman. Nothing but a gentleman would do for her and as Edie had said just as many times you didn’t meet many of them on the towpath!

As soon as Ally’s eyes became accustomed to the dark from where she was in charge of steering the boat, she could see the merest pinprick of light at the Barrowford end of the tunnel.

“You all right, Pa?” Jack panted as the light behind them began to fade. The soft glow of the candle which guided his feet gave his face a sallow, eerie look and the sweat on it stood out in great droplets.

“Course I am, yer daft gobshite,” Pa answered, forgetting the presence of his daughter, for he did not like to have his strength questioned by his younger and fitter son. Their voices echoed hollowly in the close confines of the tunnel to be followed by a long silence broken only by the lapping of the water and the laboured breathing of the men. Ally, who could barely see them, concentrated on keeping the sides of the boat from the tunnel walls and not for the first time she felt the closeness, the sourness, the damp blanket of the air in the tunnel press against her face, smothering her.

Her pa’s sudden cry of alarm brought her explosively from her deep attention to her task. For an instant she nearly lost control of the tiller, for her pa continued to shout in what seemed to be terror.

“Jesus . . . oh, Jesus, me foot’s caught in a bloody crack . . . Jesus. Jack, it’s caught . . . stop the . . .” But of course there was no way to stop the forward motion of the Edith, for even with the braking line it took several lengths to bring her to a halt. Ally wrestled with the tiller and Jack’s scream of fear, not, it seemed, for himself but for his pa, was cut off by a splash, a bumping grind of the vessel against the tunnel walls and the crashing beat of her own heart which was being alternately squeezed with terror and horror.

“Ally . . . Ally, Pa’s gone over. Oh, sweet Jesus . . .” For the worst fear of a boatman passing through a tunnel was to fall overboard and be crushed between the walls of the tunnel and the side of the boat. Jack, who had been lying down just a moment ago – she had seen him by the light of the flickering candle – suddenly hurtled past her where she clung mindlessly to the tiller and leaped over the stern into the water. A great splash and an even greater thrashing about, cries of “Pa . . . Pa, where are yer?” and still the boat continued to glide soundlessly towards the growing circle of light probably no more than four hundred yards ahead. Still the sound of splashing, of Jack’s laboured gasps as he dived and dived again and then a great shout.

“I’ve gorrim, Ally, I’ve gorrim. Dear God, if yer could just stop the bloody boat.”

Suddenly the mist of fear lifted from her brain and, leaving the tiller, and therefore the boat to take her own course, Ally picked up the boat-hook, which was used sometimes when they moored, and shoved the end of it with all her strength at the wall. The pressure at once began to halt the boat’s passage and slowly she came to a halt. Again she pushed until she thought her heart would burst and imperceptibly the Edith eased herself backwards towards the struggling figure of Jack Pearce where he held his father in his arms.

“Careful, our Ally, or yer’ll run over us. Good lass, that’s it . . . good lass. Can yer see?” Grabbing the candle and holding it high, Ally could just make out Jack’s head and resting on his shoulder that of her father, his lolling in what seemed to be an unconscious state. Between them, grunting and admonishing each other to “be careful”, “take it easy”, “slowly does it”, they hauled the limp body of Fred Pearce aboard and at once, leaving their father lying in a wet puddle of jumbled arms and legs, knowing that there was nothing they could do, or even see here in the dark, Ally took the tiller and Jack, his young body almost at the end of its endurance but enduring even more punishment, flung himself on his back and began the almost impossible task – one man alone – of legging it towards the slowly growing circle of light that was the end of the tunnel.

Ma and Betsy were talking to the owner of the boat who was waiting his turn to enter the tunnel. Ma said something and the boatman, Charlie Jenkins, laughed and shook his head, and when Ally’s scream of warning rang out everybody in the vicinity, including Ma, froze like posts to the ground. Heads turned and Ma began to moan, for their Ally was not a hysterical girl who shrieked, like Betsy, at the slightest thing.

The Edith glided gently out into the bright sunlight and Ally marvelled at the ordinary scene, one she had known a hundred times, that lay before her. Boats lined up awaiting their turn to travel through the tunnel, the men and women on them taking the opportunity to gossip, to exchange news of this one or that, children playing on the towpath, glad for an hour to race and skip and escape the confines of their homes on the boats. Their horses cropped peacefully at the verge of the path, dogs barked and relieved themselves and amidst it all was Ma, her hand to her mouth, beginning to move slowly towards the Edith as Ally steered her towards the canalside. Jack, his face gaunt with shock and exhaustion, lay back on the plank, for a moment unable even to raise himself to a sitting position and at Ally’s feet lay the crumpled figure of her pa.

“Pa fell in, Ma. ’E went over . . . ’is foot caught. Jack fetched ’im out.” She was weeping, herself in a state of shock, but Charlie Jenkins, regaining his senses first, leaped to the bank and then on to the Edith, taking over the tiller, throwing the braking line to another boatman on the towpath who had had the presence of mind to come to his aid. They were all there then, Edie bending over the quiet figure of Fred, her face white, her cheeks hollowed out, her eyes and hands doing their fearful best to assess the damage done to her husband.

“Shall us lift ’im onter’t bank, lass?” Charlie asked sympathetically. “ ’Appen someone can run fer’t doctor,” looking round him as though to wonder where such a person might be found.

There was blood seeping from the wet, crumpled figure of Fred Pearce and it was not immediately obvious from which part of his body it might have come. His legs, which Edie gently straightened out, did not look right and his head seemed askew and Edie sighed with relief but only because she had ascertained that her Fred was not dead. His heart was beating to a slow rhythm and his breath seemed to bubble from between his lips but she was afraid to move him lest his very obvious injuries might be made worse. People crowded on the towpath, craning their necks to get a look at the scene on the small deck. Men had tied up the Edith and one had taken charge of Magic, tethering her to a gatepost which led into a field. A boatwoman had gathered Betsy, who was weeping desolately on the canal bank, to her capacious bosom and was leading her to her own cosy cabin where she would make her a nice cup of tea, she said. Ally, in a state of deep shock, wondered when anybody was going to take a look at their Jack, who was shivering uncontrollably, his back to the hatch, his arms about his knees, his head bowed. If anybody needed a bit of fussing it was Jack who had just saved his father’s life and who, now that the deed was done, everyone ignored.

It seemed that nobody knew just what to do next. They could hardly carry Fred Pearce down the steep, narrow steps into his own cabin but it seemed somewhat indecent just to leave him huddled on the tiny deck. Edie, though she had been known to help in many an emergency, to set a broken limb and to administer one of her own healing potions to others, many of them, was unable to do anything for one of her own, at least not until she had recovered somewhat and pulled herself out of the senseless state into which she had fallen at the sight of her poor Fred.

There was the sound of horse’s hooves on the towpath coming at some speed and when a young chap threw himself from its back and, elbowing aside the fascinated spectators, jumped aboard the Edith, they were all astounded when he pronounced himself to be the doctor. He had a bag of sorts with him. Within seconds he had ordered off all those who had clambered on to the cabin roof to get a better view of poor Fred Pearce and would have got rid of Ma as well if she had not hit out at him and shrieked in his ear.

“ ’E’s me ’usband, yer daft bugger, an’ if yer try ter get rid o’ me I’ll box yer bloody ears.”
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They were to give thanks a dozen times a day to young Doctor Wilson and to Charlie Jenkins’s eldest lad, Benjy, who had run like the wind into the village of Foulridge to fetch him. He didn’t mend poor Pa but he certainly saved his life.

He was particularly gentle with Edie. It was as though the threat to box his ears, perhaps bringing back memories of his own mother in his own childhood, had revealed to him the love that was behind the words. His mother would not, of course, have used such language but he was strangely aware, he didn’t know how, that it was Edith Pearce’s terror that had forced them from her lips. He was a perceptive young man, which made him a wise doctor.

“Let’s first get everybody off the boat who has no need or right to be on it, madam, then I can get a proper look at your husband,” which Ally, who was the first to come to her senses, did at great speed. Indeed she was rude, belligerent even in her fear, not only for her pa but for Jack who seemed to have gone into a guilty world of his own as though the whole event had been his fault. Of course, Betsy was worse than useless and Ally was thankful to the kind woman whose boat, the Firefly, was the third in line to go through the tunnel and therefore had another couple of hours to wait. Charlie had gone, taking the overexcited Benjy with him, for he couldn’t hold up the queue, he said to her apologetically.

Doctor Wilson examined the injured man with the care and precision he took to every crisis, every patient in his care, gently probing and examining the wet and inert body of Fred Pearce, barely moving him until each part of him had been inspected.

“He has broken both legs, madam,” he said with his polite correctness, “and there seems to be some injury to his head and back. He is, as you see, still unconscious so while he remains in that state I intend to put splints on his legs. He must be got out of these wet clothes and into a warm, dry bed.” He looked about him, summing up the small space by the tiller, then down the steps to the cabin, his face a picture of amazement, since he had never been aboard a canal boat and the lack of space was a revelation to him.

“Right, lad,” Edie said, immediately fumbling with the opening to Fred’s corduroy trousers but the doctor put a hand on hers. “Slowly, madam, and with great care and, may I ask, where is he to be put?”

Edie looked up at him, bewildered. “In’t bed-’ole, o’ course.”

“Bedole?”

“Aye,” indicating the steps down into the cabin. “Our Jack’ll give us an ’and, won’t yer, chuck?” She turned to the boy who still shook like a moth by the hatch and for the first time her mother’s heart saw the state of her son. She stared about her, the accident appearing to have frozen her usual quick thought processes and her eye fell on Ally. Ally, who was her standby, her support, her rock in all things, in every emergency that had cropped up, not many, true, but Ally had always stayed calm.

“But, madam—”

“Will yer stop callin’ me madam. Me name’s Edie Pearce.”

“Mrs Pearce, you cannot propose to put your seriously injured husband in that . . .” He had been about to say “hole” but the expression of anguish on her grey face stopped the word before it was uttered. “Perhaps there is somewhere nearby” – looking about him towards the empty canal bank – “where he might stay until he’s recovered.”

“Where?”

“Well, I’m not sure but . . .”

Ally stepped forward, then knelt down in the tiny space beside her mother.

“Ma, we’ve ter get t’cargo ter Hemingway’s by Friday at latest. If we’re late we’ll not be trusted again nor even get another cargo, at least from them, an’ they give us a lot o’ business. We’ve never let a merchant down yet and I know Pa’d say same.”

“And where is Hemingway’s, miss?”

“Liverpool.”

“Liverpool!” He was aghast. “You cannot intend to take a seriously injured man eighty or more miles in this vessel. He must remain perfectly still and have quiet at all times. He needs constant medical attention which, if you remain in the district, I am prepared to give him.” His young face was stiff with disapproval.

“Thank you, Doctor, yer most kind but this is our livin’ an it’ll be no more’n two days, ’appen three. If you patch ’im up . . .”

“Patch him up! Miss Pearce . . . is it?”

“Aye.”

“I am a doctor and I will certainly do whatever is necessary, not only to make him comfortable but to mend his injuries. First we must strip him of his wet clothes and . . . er, well, get him somehow into the cabin. Is there a bed?” His expression telling them that he was having a hard time believing that such a thing could be found on this tiny boat. “Well then, let us all work together and see what we can do for the poor chap.”

Which is what they did, Edie and Jack taking their orders from Ally, for they were both still in a state of deep shock. She wondered as she carried out the doctor’s crisp commands why it was she who remained calm when Ma, normally so strong, floundered from one crisis to another and Jack, who had been cool-headed when Pa was in the water, was like a puppet, doing what he was told but standing about in everybody’s way when there was nothing further asked of him. She just thanked God, or whoever it was that was supposed to be looking out for them, that their Betsy was still missing on the Firefly. Not only would she have been no help whatsoever, there was no doubt that the damn doctor would have been seriously distracted by her.

Pa was still unconscious though he was beginning to move and mutter a word or two but the doctor, who repeated time and time again that he must be kept still for forty-eight hours, gave him some potion which quietened him.

“Every time he shows signs of waking give him a drop or two and then when you reach Liverpool get a doctor to look at him at once. Tom Hartley’s a good chap. We went through medical school together in Edinburgh. I’ll write his name and address down and the minute, the very minute you dock send your brother for him. In fact, I’ll get a telegraph off to him at once telling him to expect you. I’ve done the best I can with Mr Pearce’s legs and sewn up the gash in his head but his back, it will need watching. It’s bruised . . . well, you saw it, Miss Pearce.”

Again she wondered why it was he addressed every remark to her instead of Ma, unaware that she showed a quietness, an efficiency, a steadfastness, a feeling of being totally in control of herself and the situation which reassured the young doctor.

He, like all men, went to pieces when Betsy was led pityingly up the towpath by the woman who had taken her in and Ally thanked the fates that her sister had been kept away or God knows what the young man might have done to Pa.

“Oh, Ma,” she said pathetically, throwing herself into Ma’s wide-open arms. “I’ve bin that frightened. I didn’t know what ’ad ’appened to Pa and me ’ead’s achin’ that much wi’ cryin’ an’ though this lady give me a cup o’ tea . . .”

Over her mother’s shoulder she caught sight of the open-mouthed, slack-jawed doctor and at once she dragged herself from her mother’s arms, allowing him to see the fat, crystal tears which rolled so prettily down her pale rounded cheeks. If there was one thing that Betsy could do better than anyone on earth it was cry. It was her one talent and she used it to great effect. Enormous pools of sorrow formed between her long lashes. The tears spilled over heartbreakingly, but neither her eyelids nor her nose reddened as other girls’ did when they wept. Doctor Wilson was overwhelmed, on his face an expression of awe and disbelief. He was plainly enchanted and Ally sighed. Please, God, don’t let the daft woman who was her sister hold them up while the doctor did and said all the foolish things Betsy seemed to awaken in men. She was so bloody perfect, fragile and dainty with the masses of her pale silk hair tumbling about her head and down her back to her waist. She had removed her bonnet and her blue-green eyes were cloudy and mysterious as though promising all kinds of delights the wide-eyed doctor could not even begin to imagine. Her soft rosy mouth was tremulous with her distress, or so she would have them believe, but so far she had not even asked after Pa! They had already lost hours and though she was aware that the others thought her hard, callous even in her determination to get on, could they not see she was doing it for Pa, and for them. Pa was safe and snug in the bed-hole, his wounds tended to, with blankets ready to be placed on the floor where Ma would sleep for the night, he was in good hands.

“This is our Betsy.” Ma was proud of her exquisite daughter even in the midst of this crisis.

“M-m-miss Pearce,” the doctor stammered, bending over her hand, and Betsy, who had waited for a “gentleman” since she was twelve years old, smiled and lowered her dewed eyelashes and was prepared to spend an hour or so being adored by him.

“Right, Jack, get Magic harnessed, will yer, an’ you, Betsy, ’elp ’im to cast off. Ma, you look after Pa, me an’ Jack an’ Betsy will get us ter Liverpool.” Ally turned to the astonished, nay, outraged doctor, for surely she could not mean to work this beautiful young woman like a deck-hand, his appalled expression seemed to be saying, but Ally politely indicated that he was to leave the boat since they were about to cast off and he had no choice but to do so.

“May I know yer fee, Doctor?” she asked, and when he told her she put the money in his hand. Betsy was weeping with real distress now, for she had never been asked to work the boat before and the good doctor looked as though he were about to leap to her aid.

Ally jumped back aboard while Jack hitched up Magic to the towlines and gave the animal an encouraging “giddup” or two and, when Magic was on her steady way, having enjoyed the unexpected stop at Foulridge and the pleasure of a bit of grazing, they glided on until the next hurdle stood in their path.

The seven rises of the Barrowford locks!

Betsy’s face took on an expression of cunning, for though she had seen it done a hundred times she knew quite definitely that she was not capable of helping Jack with the opening and closing of the gates. She might dirty her pretty skirt or at the very least get it wet. Besides, the lock-keeper at Barrowford always smiled at her – as they all did – and she at him and she was pretty sure if she dimpled and coaxed she could persuade him to help their Jack with the locks. She waited until they were almost at the lock-keeper’s cottage, inching along the canal with Jack already at Magic’s head, then leaped ashore and, picking up her skirts, ran along the path to where the lock-keeper was at his door.

“Oh, sir,” she gasped, “we’ve ’ad an awful haccident. Pa’s fallen in’t water at Foulbridge. ’E was smashed up by’t wall and we’ve no one ter ’elp wi’t locks. D’yer think p’raps . . .”

The lock-keeper smiled and seemed ready to take her arm to help steady her, for the pretty little thing was all of a fluster, and but for the presence of his frowning wife might have done so.

“Course, lass, you come along wi’ me and I’ll see yer through. Now stop yer frettin’,” as pretty little Betsy Pearce squeezed a fat tear from between her long, fluttering lashes.

Betsy jumped aboard and gave Ally, who was still at the tiller, a complacent look as though to say there was really no need for a girl to work when there were men as daft as the lock-keeper about to do it for her, but then their Ally wasn’t really up to it, was she? Not with her looks, or lack of them.

Her complacency did not last long.

Ally spoke in a mild voice but there was something beneath it that was threatening.

“An’ what about Magic?”

“Oh, the lock-keeper’ll fetch ’er along,” Betsy proclaimed airily.

“D’yer ’onestly think I’m goin’ ter ’ang about at bottom o’t rise waitin’ fer ’im while you’re lollin’ about up ’ere? Now gerr off this boat and lead Magic across or you’ll feel the flat o’ me ’and.”

“Now listen ’ere, our Ally—”

“Ger off this boat or I’ll push you off. Now!”

Betsy did as she was told, smiling at the lock-keeper as he returned to his cottage, even managing a little stumble as though her poor, tired body were being forced far beyond its resources.

“Eeh, lass, that there ’orse is too much fer yer. Will I . . . ?”

“No, thank you, sir, I can manage, really, an’ thanks wi’t locks.”

“I ’ope yer pa’s mended soon. Yer brother’s right upset.”

“We all are, sir.” And another tear slipped easily down her cheek.

“That poor lass,” he said to his wife as he rejoined her at the door of their cottage. “It don’t seem right ter work ’er like that,” gazing after the dainty figure of Betsy Pearce.

“Hmmmph,” his wife answered, wondering why it was men were so daft.

Ally was determined to get through the next obstacle before dark, so that when it appeared she gritted her teeth and prepared to battle with Betsy. The Gannow Tunnel was not as long as Foulridge but legging it was just as exhausting.

“We can’t leave Pa on ’is own so Ma must stay wi’ ’im,” she announced as the tunnel came into view, “and someone ’as to walk Magic across. Betsy, you’ll ’ave ter steer.”

“I can’t steer,” Betsy began to wail but Ally was having no more nonsense. Jack was still, temporarily, she hoped, somewhere in the darkness into which Pa’s accident had flung him but he was ready to do anything she ordered. Ma was crouched over Pa and didn’t know, nor care at this moment where the devil they went or who was to lead them there, so it was up to her to take charge and if Betsy thought she could keep up this little-girl-lost act that she put on for Ma and Pa she was sadly mistaken.

“Yer’ve seen us all do it, lass, an’ yer’ve tekken yer turn on the straight . . .” when you’ve felt like it, she wanted to add, which wasn’t often. “Now it’s your turn ter steer through’t tunnel. All yer ’ave ter do is keep the boat away from t’walls. It’s only just over five hundred yards. Me an’ Jack’ll leg it.”

“Ally, I can’t, ’onest. Listen, Pa’s sleepin’ so can’t Ma come up an’ steer?”

Ally lifted her arm and the slap she administered to Betsy’s cheek was heard on the boat that was just passing theirs in the opposite direction. Every head on deck turned to stare at them, astounded by the shriek that emerged from Betsy’s mouth, and even Jack was shocked. Their Betsy was the baby, frail and not cut out to man the Edith as he and Ally were, but as Ally turned menacingly towards him he dropped his gaze. He knew that Ally was right. With Pa injured and Ma tending him there were only the three of them. And who was to lead Magic across the tunnel? But Ally had spotted a young lad standing by the tunnel’s opening. Most boys and young men who made a living out of the canal and the boats that sailed on it knew its routines and the boy, when asked and promised a sixpence – a great deal of money – declared stoutly that he would lead Magic and be waiting with the placid animal at the other end of the tunnel. They were ready to start.

Betsy, one cheek still pale, the other scarlet with the imprint of Ally’s hand, stood desolately at the tiller, composed now but with a look in her eye that boded ill for her sister in the future. Jack, his face ashen, since he would never forget what had happened such a short while ago, and though he was terrified of that dark, menacing opening ahead of them, lay waiting on the plank. When Ally emerged from the cabin in his own best pair of trousers, her skirt discarded, both he and Betsy gasped with horror.

“Yer never goin’ ter wear them, our Ally,” Jack whispered hoarsely as though afraid someone would hear him and look round to witness not only Ally’s shame but his own.

“I’d ’ve worn Pa’s but they’re too short fer me,” Ally answered shortly.

“Ally, just stop it now,” Betsy ordered. “What if someone sees yer? Me an’ Ma’ll never be able ter lift our ’eads again. People can see the shape o’ yer legs.”

“Not in’t tunnel, they won’t, an’ if yer think I’m tossin’ me legs up in air wi’ me skirts round me middle yer mistaken. Now, get goin’, our Jack, and you be careful wi’ that tiller, Betsy Pearce, fer I swear if yer damage this boat I’ll take Pa’s belt to yer an’ lift the skin off yer back.”

For the next few hours they travelled the relatively easy waterway between Burnley and Blackburn, which was free of locks, stopping in Burnley Pool, for if they, or at least Ally, did not require rest, Magic did. They slept almost where they fell after eating the meal Ma had managed to prepare. Pa was quiet and even Ma dozed off in her nest of blankets on the cabin floor. At dawn Ally had them up, Betsy complaining bitterly and earning herself another clout from Ally who told her that if she didn’t stop whingeing she’d leave her at the next town and hire a lad to take her place.

“Just you wait, Alice Pearce,” Betsy hissed malevolently between her sobs. “Just you wait . . .” And though Ally turned away, unconcerned with Betsy’s threats, whatever they might be, the expression on Betsy’s lovely face was no longer lovely.

They reached Liverpool forty-eight hours later, going through eight sets of locks, Johnson’s Hillocks with seven rises and the horrendous task at Wigan where there were twenty-three! Nobody helped Betsy, for there was too much commotion, too much hustle and bustle as coal was loaded into barge after barge, coal dust drifting and settling on every person in sight, including Betsy whose pretty skirt got not only wet but filthy. The look of loathing she directed at Ally twisted her features in such a way that it might have been thought that Ally had engineered the whole thing, Pa’s accident and Ma’s determination never to leave his side, just to get at Betsy.

Pa was beginning to mutter and heave about as though he were in pain, even when Ma dosed him. She was forcing her own mixture between his cracked lips by now, for in her opinion her herbs were of more use to him than that “stuff” the doctor had given them. She urged Ally again and again to get him to the doctor in Liverpool, her face strained and her body noticeably thinner, for in her devoted care for Fred no food passed her lips, only her numerous cups of tea.

Normally they would have turned at the new cut and gone down the five locks to Stanley Dock right on the river where their cargo would have been unloaded into the Hemingway warehouse but with Pa rambling and his condition obviously worsening Ally, who was in charge not only of the Edith but the family and all that concerned it, decided to continue on to the old canal basin on Leeds Street. It was closer to the city and presumably the address in Duke Street which Doctor Wilson had given them.

The boat was barely tied up when Jack leaped on to the dock and with the piece of paper Doctor Wilson had given them in his hand began to run along Old Hall Street at the end of which was the Town Hall. At his heels ran Teddy, for the young mongrel was very confused by the happenings in his home over the past few days and was not prepared to part with his young master.

Tom Hartley was just about to mount his tall, well-bred bay mare at the entrance to his house when the young man who was shambling along the pavement towards him shouted something. There was a scruffy dog at his heels. Tom couldn’t quite make out what the lad said but his air of desperate agitation made him hesitate. The groom who stabled his animal at the back of the houses in Duke Street muttered something and got ready to defend himself, the mare of whom he was particularly fond, and Doctor Hartley, but the man who approached, who seemed about to drop on all fours like a dog that has run further than its capabilities will allow, leaned instead against the railings that surrounded the area in front of Tom Hartley’s house. The dog huddled against his legs.

“What is it?” Doctor Hartley said, but the young man was so breathless he could barely speak.

“Rest a minute, lad,” the doctor told him. “Is there someone in trouble?”

The man nodded.

“Where? What is it? Sit down on the step until you get your breath.” The groom sighed, for it was well known that Doctor Tom, as they all knew him, was prepared to go anywhere and do anything to help those who had no means to help themselves.

The young man passed the scrap of paper he was clutching to the doctor who read it, then, as light dawned on him, he helped Jack Pearce to his feet.

“Is it the chap who was hurt in the tunnel?”

Jack nodded speechlessly.

“Dick Wilson sent me a telegraph telling me to expect him. Where are you docked?”

“The canal basin, Leeds Street,” Jack managed to blurt out, leaning forward, his hands on his knees, his chin on his chest.

“Right. What’s your name? . . . Jack. Right, Jack, you follow me at your own pace; you’re obviously tired.” The poor young fellow looked as though he had had no rest for days, his face grey with fatigue.

Jack nodded and, as Doctor Tom Hartley mounted his horse and turned in the direction of Hanover Street, sank down again on the doctor’s doorstep and had it not been for the groom who told him brusquely to be on his way, would have nodded off right there and then.

The first person Tom saw as he reached the canal boat was a tall, slender young man hovering beside it in what seemed to him great anxiety. There was a woman talking to him, a clean, tidy woman of the working class and the young man, though he was watching Tom’s own approach, appeared to be doing his best to answer her questions.

His voice was curiously light for a male. “Yes, that’s right.” He pushed a distracted hand through his thick, curling hair which seemed to be coated with coal dust, then ran his hand down his trousers which were equally filthy. “I forget her name; she said she were sister to Aggie.”

“That’s me.”

“And that I were ter tell yer . . . Jess, is it?”

“Aye, our Jess.” The woman put a hand on the young man’s arm.

“She’s ’ad a son.”

“A lad, eeeh, that’s grand. Thanks, lass,” she said amazingly to the young man, ready to turn away. She looked somewhat mystified, no doubt at the astonishing ambiguity of the tall figure in the trousers, as was Doctor Tom Hartley. Not a young man then, but a woman dressed as one, Tom decided as he swung himself out of his saddle. He could see the bewilderment on the face of the older woman who stood back, hesitating, ready, he decided, to eavesdrop on the conversation. The young woman in the trousers looked as if she were in the deepest trouble and though Tom was not to know it Aggie Wainwright’s big heart had all the capacity in the world for those in trouble. Besides, the lass had just done her a good turn. Their Jess had suffered several miscarriages in the past couple of years and the joy of knowing that at last she had borne a son, a live and healthy son, it seemed, made the bearer of the glad news special in Aggie’s estimation.

Tom Hartley stared, open-mouthed, at the tall figure of the young woman in trousers as she turned in obvious thankfulness. Her grimy features were strained, the coal dust lodging in the exhausted creases of her face, in her nostrils and ears which were only partially covered by her cropped hair.

“I’m Doctor Tom Hartley. I had a message from Dick Wilson who apparently attended an accident on . . . and then a young man caught me—”

He stopped speaking abruptly, lifting a hand to the young woman who gave the impression that she might be about to fall. She appeared to be having some sort of crisis, her mouth working strangely, her eyes wide in what he presumed to be shock. Her face twitched and her whole frame trembled.

“Are you ill, miss?” he asked her gently, this time taking her hand in his but she pulled it away, shaking her head, disturbing the coal dust that lodged in her curls.

“No . . . no. My father,” pointing a shaking finger towards the boat.

“Of course. Show me the way.” Then he followed the swaying figure as she turned towards the gaily painted canal boat.

Tom Hartley was not to know that Alice Pearce had looked into his kind, vividly blue eyes and without a moment’s hesitation, nor wonder at how it could happen so swiftly and completely, had fallen in love with him. A love which was fixed at that moment and was to last a lifetime.
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“He must be put in a proper bed at once, Mrs Pearce. I can’t even examine him as I would like in this . . . this . . .” Tom Hartley looked about him, his curious gaze taking in the small cabin which, with himself and his patient’s wife crammed into it, hardly gave him room to turn to his medical bag. It was dim and inordinately cluttered with more ornaments and lace than could be found in a lady’s boudoir and it was insufferably hot, for the small stove to the left of the hatch was lit. Edie Pearce, with her instinct to feed which was her way of caring for her family, had a good stew cooking in readiness for when their Jack returned, for none of them had had a bite since they set off this morning.

“A proper bed! My Fred’s never slept anywhere but in bed’ole since ’e were born. Besides, where am I ter find one o’ them?”

“Perhaps . . . lodgings? Until your husband is fit to travel again.” Which by the look of the poor tormented man in the hole would not be for a long time.

“Lodgings!” Edie was aghast. Of course she knew what they were but the idea of her and her family staying in such a place was anathema to her. What was wrong with her own little home which, though it needed a good “bottoming” at the moment, for she had sadly neglected her housewifely duties during the past few days, she would attend to as soon as the doctor had seen to Fred.

“There must be many a place hereabouts, madam.”

“Dear God, will yer stop callin’ me madam. T’other ’un were’t same. Edie Pearce is me name.”

“I’m sorry. Do forgive me, Mrs Pearce.” His manners were lovely, just like the other one, Edie thought distractedly as he pulled back the quilt which she herself had embroidered.
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