



[image: ]






SIXPENNY GIRL


 


Meg Hutchinson


[image: ]


www.hodder.co.uk




Copyright © 2003 Meg Hutchinson


First published in Great Britain in 2003 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette Livre UK Company


The right of Meg Hutchinson to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with The Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN 978 1 84894 896 9


Book ISBN 978 0 340 82483 2


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


An Hachette Livre UK Company


338 Euston Road


London NWl 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk




‘Nail making is one of the worst trades in the kingdom. There are scores of men in this parish who are not earning nine shillings a week for seventy, eighty, or ninety hours work and out of these earnings are made to pay from one shilling to eighteen pence a week for firing, and about sixpence a week for keeping their tools in order.’ Robert Sherard, 1896


To the memory of those men, and so many like them, who worked their lives away in coal mines and iron foundries, I dedicate this book.


Meg Hutchinson




With thanks to the Walsall Local History Centre whose help and research supported an ‘old tale’ often told by my grandmother.




In November 1837, the Wolverhampton Chronicle reported what is thought to be the last documented case of wife-selling in England. A man travelling from Burntwood led his wife, a halter tied about her waist, into the market place at Walsall. There she was sold to a man, also of Burntwood, for the sum of half a crown.


Walsall Local History Centre
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‘Shut yer mouth, you mewlin’ bitch!’


Enoch Jacobs snatched the broad leather belt from around his waist, cracking it several times and savouring the sound.


‘You don’t ask no question o’ Enoch Jacobs.’ The belt whistled on the air before slicing across the shoulders of the slight figure crouched on the ground. ‘You don’t ask no question . . .’ the belt rose and fell, ‘no question . . . no . . .’


Breathless with the effort, Enoch Jacobs’s heavy-set figure slumped back against a tree, sliding downward as his legs folded.


Curling her body tightly against the savage fury of the man, her arms thrown protectively about her head, Saran Chandler waited for the next slash of the belt, the next of the stinging blows that followed through her every day.


Where had the money come from? How had he paid for the ale that had him roaring drunk? She had not dared ask those questions . . . not this time!


Folded in on herself she held back the tears, her teeth clenched against the smarting pain burning across her back and shoulders, breath held against the next onslaught. But the whine of leather slicing the air had stopped . . . the next blow had not come. As the realisation seeped into her brain she waited a moment then slowly raised her head. Sagged against the tree, his heavy-jowled face flushed, the belt fallen from thick fingers, Enoch Jacobs snored loudly.


If only she could run away now, leave and never have to look upon his face again; but while Enoch Jacobs took care always to find a tavern to satisfy his thirst, he was just as careful to make sure that what he saw as his property remained that way.


Easing her cramped legs, Saran felt the rope bite against her neck. Yoked like an animal, the slightest movement had the knot slip a little tighter against her throat.


Where had the money come from? Leaning her head against the trunk of the tree Saran thought of that day a week ago when she had dared ask that question. He had been an hour in the alehouse, an hour drinking away the last farthing they had, a farthing that could have paid for a loaf of week-old bread, bread that would have fed her mother and her sister. Then he had come outside. The ale already telling on him he had hit against the doorpost before staggering across to where he had tethered them like beasts, his heavy face flushed, his eyes bloodshot.


She had thrown an arm about her mother and sister, holding them as close as the rope about their necks would allow, her own body tense as it waited for the blows that followed them through the days like a constant companion. A beating was what they had come to expect almost from the day her mother had remarried. ‘Let me take care of you all,’ Enoch Jacobs had said, smiling, the day of his marriage; but the only care he had taken was of himself, selling every stick and stone, every item they possessed to satisfy his own needs, quieting any objection with blows. That had become the pattern of their lives. When sober, Enoch Jacobs delivered those blows with an air of regret, as if the pain of driving evil from them was a more bitter pain for himself, but she had known the true force behind them was self-gratification, every punch, every slash of his belt an outlet for a wickedness that consumed him; and when drunk that gratification glowed with an intense pleasure.


‘On yer feet you mewlin’ bitch!’


Her stomach churning at the remembered words Saran stared at a sky strewn with a million stars. Such a beautiful world, yet so full of misery . . . knuckles pressed against her lips she tried to stem the pictures in her mind but, relentless, they flooded on.


He had cut away the length of rope holding her mother and sister, kicking away the hands that tried to hold on to them, then yanked the thin figures to their feet dragging them behind him into the beerhouse. He had ignored the sound of her mother’s choking – the cord digging so savagely into raw flesh she could not breathe – and the cries of an eight-year-old.


It seemed a lifetime later her mother and sister had emerged, their yoke held by another hand, a hand that tugged hard on the rope as her mother had turned to look at her. She had tried to call . . . to speak . . . but only her eyes had said the words.


Pressing her fingers so hard against her lips her teeth cut into them, Saran could not stop the sobs trembling in her chest.


The afternoon sun had sparkled on the tears filling those gentle eyes, eyes that had said goodbye. That same day she had asked the questions, where is my mother and my sister . . . what have you done with them.


He had been even heavier in drink, his words mumbling from a saliva-drooling mouth, his small eyes bleary as he had looked at her. Then had come the blows. Like savage rain they had fallen on her head and body as Enoch Jacobs had sought to relieve his own guilt by beating her senseless.


It had been during that same night she had learned the truth. Closing her eyes against the agony of it, Saran remembered the drunken mumblings.


‘’Alf acrown . . .’ Enoch Jacobs had twitched and moaned as he lay sprawled on the ground, ‘’alf a crown for the woman . . . bloody daylight robbery, should ’ave bin twice that, got years of work in ’er . . .’


With every bone screaming its own pain she had scrambled as close as her tethering rope allowed, straining to catch each muttered word.


‘. . . but it weren’t work ’e ’ad in mind fer the little ’un, ’e wanted ’er for ’is own pleasures; I seen that when I set ’er on the table . . . Zadok Minch’s eyes glowed when they lit on ’er, likes ’em young, do Zadok Minch . . .’


He wanted her for his own pleasures? Her blood had run cold as she had listened. What had this brute of a man done with her family?


‘. . . come close to that table, then, ’e did . . .’ the mutterings had gone on, ‘. . . couldn’t resist runnin’ ’is ’ands over that body, feelin’ the buds just beginnin’ to pop, strokin’ up them legs to the very top, knowin’ by the way the kid squirmed and cried out that he was first man to play his fingers in that tight little ’ole . . .’


She had wanted to kill him then, wanted with every fibre of her being to grab a stone and dash it hard against that heavy-jowled face, to keep on smashing it down until no trace of life was left in the man she hated; but the rope had held her too tightly and all she could do was listen.



‘. . . ’elp in the ’ouse was what ’e were buyin’ ’em for . . .’ Enoch Jacobs’s laugh had snuffled in his throat, ‘. . . that might ’ave fooled the others who were bidding for the goods on offer but it d’ain’t fool me, I knowed what the wench were wanted for an’ I med Zadok Minch pay; I let ’im feel ’er all over, then when ’is mouth were waterin’ I med ’im pay . . . ’alf a sovereign was what I asked, ’alf a sovereign for a babby to play with in ’is bed . . .’



As if guessing that she already knew what had transpired the afternoon before, Enoch Jacobs had smirked when dragging her to her feet next morning, had taken a cold sadistic pleasure in retailing the account in full. He had led her mother and sister into the beerhouse, shoving first her mother on to a table shouting loudly she was for sale to any with money to buy. They had bid in pennies and halfpennies, gloating as her skirts were lifted to show her legs were capable of ‘carrying a load during the day an’ spreadin’ wide enough at night to take the load of any man ’ere’.


He had enjoyed seeing the blush of colour that had brought to her cheeks, but Saran had known his real enjoyment had lain in seeing the pain she could not keep from showing on her face.


‘Then come the wench’s turn . . .’ The words sounded again in her ears as though they were still being spoken. ‘Lifted ’er on to the table, I did, pulled ’er frock up to ’er face . . . let the fox see the rabbit. Them little tits just startin’ to sprout set the bids comin’ thick an’ fast but Zadok Minch were the only man could spend ’alf asovereign. That be what Idone wi’ yer mother an’ sister, I sold ’em, sold ’em as any husband and father ’as the right to do.’



Sold them! Hard as stone the words settled on her heart, stilling the sobs in her chest, banning the tears from her eyes. Only hate remained, cold impervious hate coupled with a burning desire for vengeance.


The thick cord biting into the soft flesh of her neck, Saran stumbled as it jerked almost pulling her off her feet. Enoch Jacobs had slept fitfully, crying out at intervals as some unseen dread plagued him, a dread the constant spending from the money got from the sale of her family did nothing to abate.


‘Pick yer bloody feet up, you clumsy bitch!’


Jacobs snatched again on the rope he never removed from her throat, mumbling to himself as he walked. He had not been properly sober from the day he had sold her mother and sister, auctioning them like cattle to the highest bidder; nor, since that day, had he once settled to sleep until he had tied her hands together then secured her to a tree. And she knew the reason for this; the reason, despite the ale he consumed, was fear, fear of her. Enoch Jacobs had seen what gleamed every day in her eyes, heard what laced each word that left her mouth, knew what rested in her heart, the prayer that rose nightly from her soul, the yearning to see him dead!


Six steps in front of her, he paused. Saran turned her head away as, making no attempt at privacy, he relieved himself. The man was an animal! Keeping her eyes tight shut she swallowed hard. What lies had he told her mother when persuading her to wed him?


‘I needs a bite o’ summat to eat.’


The rope jerked again and Saran caught the sneering look as she opened her eyes, the look that said she belonged to Enoch Jacobs to do with as he pleased; and what did he intend to do with her? Trailing her around the country would bring him neither peace nor profit so what was to be her fate . . . auctioned off in some beerhouse as her loved ones had been?


‘There be a tavern up ahead, I’ll get meself a meal and a bit o’ decent company, an’ a bit o’ decent company will mek a fine change from looking at your surly face the day long. I’ll find somebody as knows ’ow to smile at a man.’


How could he call himself a man! Three people tethered like beasts for market, two of them sold into God only knew what sort of existence, herself dragged from tavern to tavern then staked to the ground or tied to a tree while he drank himself into a stupor. But at least the hours spent waiting were hours when she did not have to look up on that hated face, when her ears were free of a voice that scarred her soul.


‘Sit you ’ere.’


Tugging viciously on the rope, Enoch Jacobs hauled her to where a group of tall bushes stood a little way off from a low-slung building, small-paned windows glinting in the late spring sunshine. Checking her hands and assuring himself they were still firmly tied he smirked.


‘Mebbe I’ll bring you a bite o’ summat out . . . mebbe!’


Laughing loudly he swaggered away, the first of his remaining coins already in his hand. Watching him bend to enter the low doorway Saran felt her stomach rumble. He had not brought her more than a crust in days and there was little doubt but he would not bring her anything today, his own needs were all that occupied the mind of her stepfather. But hunger she could cope with and she thanked heaven for these precious moments when she was alone.


Drawing up her knees she rested her forehead on her tied hands. What had happened to her life? One minute they had all been so safe and secure, so happy in their small house in Willenhall, her father’s locksmith workshop attached to its rear. Then had come that accident. Her father had gone to the steelworks as usual to order a fresh supply of metal for his business, and it was whilst he stood talking to the overseer in the yard that a loaded cart overbalanced, tipping its load of metal bars. There had been no warning, her mother had been told by men carrying her father’s broken body home on a door used for a stretcher, no time for her father to escape the rush of heavy steel, he had been killed almost instantly. Two weeks on from the burying of the father she loved, Enoch Jacobs had come upon the scene. What money they had could not last many weeks . . . eyes tight shut, Saran remembered her mother’s words.


‘Mr Jacobs is a locksmith, he has served his years of apprenticeship and he will work for us.’


But Enoch Jacobs had worked for himself, duped her mother with his quiet concern for the welfare of her family and the business that supported them, inveigled himself so deeply in her trust that she turned more and more to him, asking his advice, following it to the letter even though in her heart she must have known it was not always sound. But her mother had in turn been taught by her mother always to believe that a man was superior to a woman, in mind as well as in body, so she had refused to listen when Saran had tried to point out that Enoch Jacobs was not conducting the business as her father had done, nor would he any longer have herself keep the account books; in fact, he had gradually drawn more and more into his own hands until finally, with marriage to her mother, he had it all.


Life for her family had gone downhill from that point. Less and less of the money from the business had been given to the housekeeping and more and more to the tavern-keepers and brothels, with any complaint bringing a blow to the mouth.


It had been one such blow had brought on her mother’s miscarriage. Now clenching her fingers tightly where they rested on her knees, Saran tried unsuccessfully to wipe the pictures from her mind. There had been no fire in the grate the night Enoch Jacobs had staggered home from the tavern, the small house was cold with the frosts of January. He had ranted and raved, demanding a fire be lit and a hot supper produced. Her mother, seven months gone with his child had trembled as she answered that there was neither food nor coal in the house. He had stopped shouting then. Beer-dulled eyes had rested on her mother then he had swung a doubled-up fist, hitting her full in the face and sending her crashing backward into the fireplace. Minutes later her mother was gasping with the pain of childbirth.


She had not known what to do. Saran flinched, seeming to feel again her mother’s hands clawing at her arm as she writhed. Jacobs had left the house as her mother had fallen; only Miriam was there. But Miriam was no more than eight years old. Her mental vision switching, Saran saw a small white-faced girl, her dark eyes wide with terror as they looked at the woman groaning with pain.


‘Fanny Simkin . . .’ her mother had gasped between spasms that left her breathless, ‘send for Fanny Simkin!’


Should she go? Leave her mother like this with only a terrified child to care for her? What could Miriam do should anything happen? Saran remembered the thoughts that had been a whirlpool swivelling her brain . . . That was when she had made her decision. Miriam must go fetch the woman who acted as midwife for half of the town. Tying her own shawl over her sister’s head she had told her to run, to find Fanny Simkin and bring her to the house. She had looked at the prettily enamelled clock stood on the mantelpiece as the child had fled from the house. It had showed a little after ten. Somehow she had got her mother to bed; holding the worn figure, taking the weight against her own, they had paused on almost every step for waves of pain to subside. And the time had rolled slowly by, each minute seeing her mother’s agony grow. But Fanny Simkin did not come.


‘Help me, Saran . . . help me, child!’


Tears hot against her closed lids, Saran heard the cry again in her head. She had never seen a child birthed, how could she help? But without assistance her mother might die. That one thought had quieted the doubts, stilled the chaos in her brain. She had run to the room she shared with her sister and snatched a clean cotton nightgown from a drawer of the dresser, laying it across the foot of her mother’s bed; then she fetched the threadbare sheet they had washed and set aside for the purpose, and spread it beneath the panting figure. If only her mother had explained the process of childbirth as she had spoken of the need for the sheet . . . but she had not. Saran remembered the desperation that had swamped her. But somehow she had kept it a controlled desperation. Outwardly calm she had talked quietly to the heaving figure, soothing . . . quiet . . . holding an air of reassurance she herself had been far from feeling. Praying for guidance, asking heaven for the help she needed, she had placed her mother’s legs so the knees pointed to the ceiling, then, speaking with a new-found authority, had told her to breathe long and slowly, doing it with her while the pain-filled eyes had clung to her face. Then the child had come. Exhausted, her mother had sunk into the pillows and she, Saran, had washed the tiny dead body of her half-brother.


It had been all over when, at one o’clock in the morning, Miriam and the midwife had returned, the older woman saying she had been at a birth on the far side of Shepwell Green.


‘There were naught you could ’ave done that you didn’t do.’


Fanny Simkin had looked at the marble-cold body of the newborn baby.


‘At seven months they don’t stand a lot o’ chance o’ bein’ born alive. You need set no blame agen yourself for ’twas a deal o’ sense you showed and ’tis like enough you ’ave your mother’s life to show for it.’


She had looked once more at the poor little body, marking the sign of the cross on forehead and chest before wrapping it again in the cotton nightdress.


‘Where be Enoch Jacobs?’


Stunned as she had been by all that had happened, Saran had not failed to notice the woman did not afford him the usual courtesy of calling him ‘the man of the house’. Hearing he had not returned as yet she had simply looked at the tired figure in the bed then back to Saran.


‘When you hears the whistle along of Priestfield pit calling the miners to their shift you get yourself to Lizzie Beckett’s grocer shop along of Froysell Street; tell ’er Fanny Simkin sent you, ’er’ll gie you a soapbox to lay the child in, and for sixpence Joby Crump will see it laid in ’oly ground.’


She had thanked the woman, moving with her to the bedroom door. There Fanny Simkin had paused, her voice lowering as she glanced back over her shoulder at the bed. ‘Your mother be worn out . . . ’er don’t be well enough for the kind o’ attention Enoch Jacobs be interested in, you understands me, wench? Your mother be too weak to carry more babbies, the next one be like to see the end of ’er.’


The woman’s words had been more than kindly advice, they had been a warning, one Saran had done her utmost to heed. Beginning that same morning she had begun to sell everything which belonged to her personally; the locket her father had given her to mark her thirteenth birthday, saying proudly his little wench were now a young lady, the ivory bracelet that had been a gift on her Confirmation. One by one they had gone and after them had gone Miriam’s little treasures, the doll she cherished going last of all.


Lifting her head Sarah gazed at the sky, the last of the sun’s scarlet setting spilling like blood on the horizon.


Selling the doll had been the hardest task of all. Miriam had tried not to cry but tears had trembled in her soft eyes. It had all but broken her own heart and their mother had pleaded with her to give the toy back, yet Fanny Simkin’s warning had been stronger. While there was one item in the house, one thing that would bring money to pay for Enoch Jacobs’s beer and women, then it must be sold; only that way could she keep him from taking his pleasure from her mother, only that way could she keep her safe.
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Shivering with cold, Saran jerked awake. Overhead the blackness of the sky was pierced with pale lemon silver ribbons of moonlight rippled on the dark waters of the canal. Enoch Jacobs had kept close to the waterway, shunning the villages, avoiding being seen with a girl he kept yoked and bound.


He had first fastened them together after he had caught them running away. There had been nothing else to sell and, desperate for her mother and sister, she had talked them into leaving. But Enoch Jacobs had found them soon enough and roped them together, not even freeing them to make their toilet. It had been her fault; the indignity her mother had suffered had been her fault!


A sob catching in her throat, she pulled at the rope holding her to a tall bush but all it did was bite into her flesh. If only she could sever that cord, get away from Jacobs, she could find her family.


‘I tells yer, if you wants it then yer must bid forrit along o’ the rest.’


Hearing the raucous voice grating the quietness of the night, Saran glanced to where the canalside alehouse gleamed in the darkness.


‘My offer be a good ’un.’ A second voice, equally rough, answered the first.


‘I ain’t sayin’ it don’t be, what I do be sayin’ be this, mebbe somebody else’s offer’ll be better.’


‘Oh ar! An’ mebbe’s nobody else’ll bid at all!’


The strident laugh Saran recognised as her stepfather’s echoed in the shadows.


‘Could be as yoh’ll be proved right, an’ then agen it could be as yoh won’t; we’ll ’ave to wait an’ see.’


They had reached the bush he had left her tethered to, his hand releasing the rope and jerking her to her feet as he laughed again. Outlined against the moonlight, their faces hidden from its glow, two men of roughly the same stature stood over her but Saran had no need of light to know the face of one, heavy-jowled and by this time red and suffused with drink; but the other . . . why had he come?


‘I puts another shillin’ on my offer . . . that meks it five, ye’ll get no more from the men as teks their ale in the Navigation.’


The words had come after a lull during which Saran felt herself scrutinised.


‘Five shillin’!’ Enoch Jacobs turned to the man stood beside him. ‘That be yer bid . . . but ye’ll mek it in that tavern where others ’ave the same chance.’


His bid! Snatched along, Saran prised her fingers beneath the rope which was choking off her breath. Bids . . . auction! The awful truth hit like a sledgehammer. He had sold her mother and sister . . . auctioned them as you would an animal . . . and now it was her turn!


Inside the low-ceilinged tap room, smoke from clay tobacco pipes curled thick on air warmed by the large open fire. Pulled to a table placed in the centre of the sawdust-covered floor, Saran was shoved on to it while Enoch Jacobs called to the tavern’s occupants to draw closer.


Blinking against moisture the bank of smoke brought to her eyes, she kicked at a hand touching her ankle.


‘Yer don’t want to go biddin’ for that, Zeke. One night ridin’ a filly wi’ such blood’ll ’ave yer on yer back fer weeks!’


The laughter following the taunt rang against blackened roof timbers but the calls came louder still.


‘It don’t be yer back yer should worry over, Zeke, it be yer front pervides the pleasure, an’ I reckons that wench’d wear yer’n out wi’ in a couple o’ nights.’


‘That be just like yoh, Jake Pedley, yer gives advice cos yer be past settin’ Zeke an example.’


‘Oh ar, if yoh knows so much about advice then act on it ’stead o’ talkin’ on it!’


Cheers ringing around the room had Enoch Jacobs shouting for order. Stood on the table, Saran looked at the faces of a dozen or so men all staring at her, men whose eyes stroked her body. A shudder racing through her, she felt panic clog her throat. This was no play on Jacobs’s part, he would sell her as he had the others.


‘A man don’t buy goods ’e ain’t examined.’ Grey-whiskered, a muffler tied about his neck, a squat-looking man pushed closer to the table. ‘It be one thing lookin’ at a frock but what lies beneath . . . yer wants our money then I says yer shows what it is we be buyin’.’


‘Perkins be right.’ A voice rose at once to champion the grey-whiskered man. ‘No man buys a pig in a poke.’


‘Well, one thing be certin . . .’ Zeke grinned, showing black-rimed teeth, ‘yoh can’t lose wot ain’t in yer pocket, Jake Pedley, yer don’t ’ave tuppence to bless yerself wi’ let alone money enough to buy yerself that little bed warmer.’


‘An’ I supposes it be a full pocket meks yoh talk so cocksure!’


‘Be it an auction yer wants or a slangin’ match!’ Enoch’s closed fist came down hard on the table. ‘If it be the last then I’ll be tekin’ my sale further along the cut for—’


‘Five shillin’!’


Eyes closed against the shame of standing on a table being ogled by those men, Saran recognised the voice she had heard outside.


‘Five shillin’ . . . that be my offer, tek it or not as yer pleases.’


Several moments of silence passed, marked only by the puff of tobacco pipes and the occasional sizzle of saliva spat into the fire.


‘Five measly bloody shillin’!’ Jacobs found his tongue. ‘This ’ere don’t be no bawdy ’ouse wench . . .’


‘Nor do five shillin’ be the price yer would pay for one of ’em!’


Cries of assent issuing from the gathered men told the offer was not likely to be bettered, not here in the Navigation. But like the half a crown got for her mother, the money would not last long and then how would his comfort be bought? Unless . . . Enoch Jacobs smiled to himself as the solution crept into his brain . . . unless instead of disposing of his asset in one final sale he sold it a little at a time . . . or rather he didn’t sell the wench at all but hired her out at every hostelry he cared to call at . . . Many a man would pay for a tumble and a few shillin’ a night would amount to a satisfactory living for Enoch Jacobs.


‘I pleases not to tek yer offer . . .’


A wave of relief sweeping over her, Saran released the breath she had not realised was imprisoned in her chest. He was not going to submit her to such barbaric treatment!


‘. . . but to mek another one altogether.’ Enoch Jacobs’s voice was suddenly the only one in that murky, smoke-filled room. ‘I wishes to give every man ’ere a chance o’ a little pleasure. For a shillin’ yer gets to lie wi’ the wench . . . gets to strip off all ’er be wearin’ . . . do what yer’ve often dreamed, an’ all it’ll cost be one shillin’ . . .’


‘A shillin’! I can get an hour fer a tanner along o’ Willenhall town . . . there be many a floozie there be only too glad to tek it.’


The smile breaking on to his mouth, Enoch looked in the direction of the shout. ‘Yer would be wastin’ yer money; judgin’ by what I sees o’ you I reckons what you got atwixt your legs would be spent an’ empty afore the woman ’ad ’er drawers off !’


‘I’ll pay yer a shillin’.’


Tears of fright blinding her vision, Saran could only listen, her heart pounding with every word. Was this what had happened with her mother and sister, had they been stood on a table, had they been pawed and humiliated while men bid against each other, as she was? But Jacobs said he had sold them outright, she had seen another man lead them away, seen her mother’s tears, tears of sorrow at parting from a daughter . . . But was that all that lay behind her sobs? Every sense, every nerve in Saran’s body jarred as the next thought entered her mind: could her mother’s tears have been more for her younger daughter, for an eight-year-old girl bought for the purpose of prostitution? Not that! Her tears spilling, Saran lifted her shackled hands to her face. Dear God in Heaven, not that!


‘A shillin’ be the payment for entry after the amusement ’as bin opened.’ Jacobs grinned at the listening group. ‘But for the privilege of bein’ the first to go in, the one who opens it as yer might say, then the price be ’igher, an’ afore yer goes complainin’, let me remind yer it ain’t no carpet bag yer be layin’ yer money out for, it can’t go bein’ closed after tekin’ what yer wants, yer can only pick a flower from its stalk once an’ this ’ere wench be a bloom as ain’t never bin picked afore.’


‘I still says that when a man offers goods fer sale ’e should let the buyer see what ’e be offerin’ for.’ Jake Pedley sidled to stand beside the grey-whiskered man. ‘I says we should see fer us selves if what yoh ’ave on that there table be worth our money.’


There were two ways to go. Jacobs’s brain struggled with his body’s clamour for drink. He could walk out of the door taking the girl with him. But that way he must wait for the sweet ambrosia, the ale that brought him so much pleasure, for he had not a penny remaining of that money and this landlord allowed no tankard to be filled until payment was in his pocket; that left only the selling of the wench and that was like to take some time, seeing the tight-fisted attitude of the men collected around her . . . unless he whetted their appetites!


‘Never say Enoch Jacobs was one to pull the wool over anybody’s eyes—’


‘Never mind the wool,’ a voice from the rear of the room cut through the smoke haze, ‘just lift that frock over ’er eyes.’


Laughter ringing in her ears Saran dropped her hands, holding her skirts against her knees, but as a sharp blow from Jacobs sent her almost toppling from the table, she had to lift them to steady herself, and in that moment her skirts were thrown high.


‘A man buys ’isself a mare to ride only after he feels the flesh be sound.’


As he spoke the grey-whiskered man ran a hand up along Saran’s leg, shoving it beneath her bloomers rubbing his fingers over the soft mound that topped her legs.


‘And the tits,’ Jake Pedley’s lips slavered, ‘gie we a peek at the tits!’


What were these men doing to her . . . had they done the same things with her sister, a child who knew nothing of their sordid purpose? For a moment she saw the small face, fear robbing it of colour, confusion widening gentle blue eyes, and in that moment her own fears disappeared, leaving in their wake a raw, biting fury, an ice-cold repugnance, an abhorrence of the man who had plundered her life, robbed her of everything she loved in the world and now was robbing her of common decency. Loathing rising like an iceberg in her heart, she snatched her skirts from Jacob’s grasp, at the same time lashing a booted foot towards that grey-whiskered face.


It had been bedlam, the smoke-filled room had erupted as her foot had sent that man falling backwards, fists flying as those at the edge of the crowd had surged forward to obtain a better view while others bayed for blood. And it was her blood they had called for: how dare a woman strike a man! How dare a woman do anything? Saran touched a cheek still swollen from Enoch Jacobs’s beating. It was 1837 and England was a civilised country, yet still a woman could not count her life her own.


Enoch Jacobs had grasped the rope that held her, hauling her from the table as those cries had broken out, dragging her behind him out into the night; but not before he had snatched a pot that held the stake from a card table. The money had kept him in ale that following night and her with a slice of bread and cheese; Jacobs realised he must at least feed her his leavings if he was to reap the harvest he had set himself.


He had not attempted that again as yet, but he would. Saran knew it was only a matter of time; once his stolen funds were exhausted it would begin all over, the taunts, the pawing, the humiliation!


She prayed with every nightfall that he would fasten her hands and neck less securely, that just one time the ale he consumed in the daytime would have his brain so fuddled he would forget to tether her at all; but he never did. Always he checked her bonds before leaving her to enter some tavern, to ensure they were firm, just as he had checked them tonight.


‘Always say your prayers, trust the Lord and He will take care of you.’


How many times had her mother murmured those words when saying goodnight to Miriam and herself? Saran tasted the bitterness in her throat. Was this the care He gave, was allowing women and children to be sold like animals the care He gave! Were they lies they had been told during those long Sunday sermons in St John’s church, lies like those told by Enoch Jacobs when courting her mother? ‘Come to me and I will take care of you’. Was there no difference between God and man, were they both liars?


Huddled into herself for warmth Saran tried to sleep, but the coolness of the night breeze coupled with her misery defied the effort. If only she were given the shelter of a doorway but, from the first day of leaving Clemson Street, Jacobs had avoided villages keeping strictly to the canal towpath, always forcing her to sit on the ground, ensuring her clothing covered the bonds set about her hands and throat, hiding them from view when any narrow boat passed.


The sound of voices calling goodnight had her raise her head. Drunk as she knew he would be, Enoch Jacobs stumbled across the empty ground waving a bottle as he came towards her.


‘Shgone . . . sh’all gone.’ He sagged to the ground, swigging from the bottle. ‘Money’s all gone but Enoch Jacobs’ll get sh’more. He be sh’mart, do old Enoch, knows ’ow to get money ’e do.’


The face was lost in shadow but Saran knew it would be heavy with drink, the eyes bleary and half closed, the words coming from wet lips slurred in their boasting.


‘’E’ll find ’ishelf another Zadok Minch.’


The bottle lifted, wavering with every rise and fall as Jacobs tipped more and more of the contents into his mouth. What did he mean when he had said he would find another Zadok Minch? Had someone else been robbed of their money? Had he stolen another stake from a card table? But there had been no sounds of rumpus from the tavern, no angry shouts or crash of falling men and furniture; so what had he meant? Alert now, Saran listened closely but the mumbling ceased, drunken snores taking their place. Grateful for the few hours of peace his stupor would give she rested her head on her drawn-up knees. Perhaps tomorrow would see a change . . . perhaps tomorrow she would be given a chance to escape.


‘’S beautiful!’


Saran woke to the sound, not sure she had not dreamed it.


‘Sho beautiful!’


It was no dream. She lifted her head warily. Had someone come across them on the canalside?


‘It’sh lovely, they be danshing.’


It was no stranger had wakened her. Saran watched the figure of Enoch Jacobs swaying unsteadily on his feet. He did not usually wake halfway through the night nor had she known him to sleepwalk, no matter how drunk.


But he was sleepwalking now, acting out the dreams flitting through his brain. Should she call to him? Or had her mother not told her once that sleepwalkers should not be roused but led gently back to their bed? Fastened as she was to a clump of gorse that would be impossible.


‘Enoch wantsh to dansh . . .’


Caught between wanting to call out, yet afraid of the harm a sudden waking might cause, Saran stared at the figure silhouetted against the night.


‘. . . Enoch wantsh to dansh . . .’


Repeating the slurred words he lifted his hands, holding them half raised to the shoulder as he cavorted. Saran clenched her teeth on the disgust the scene aroused in her. He looked like a devil; black against the glittering moonlight he looked what he was, a devil from hell.


As suddenly as he had begun to shamble about, Enoch Jacobs was still, his hands lowering to his sides. Saran felt a swift surge of relief. He would return to his spot now, lie down and sleep to near midday. That was many blessed hours from now. She glanced to where the moon, full and golden, gleamed serenely from a blue-black sky, and drank in its beauty, feeling her heart respond to its lustrous radiance. It had aroused such feelings in her for as long as she could remember; in childhood she had pretended it was a land of fairies, a wonderful magic world where dreams came true. The fancies had gone, passed with childhood, but the admiration of the luminous orb, of its incandescent perfection had never left her. Gazing at it now as it spilled sparkling streams of brilliant gold that reached to the water and reflected off its dark surface, glittering like jewels on the stillness, she hoped she would never lose her appreciation of such beauty.


Across the sky a small cloud moved floating into the gilded nimbus, touching the great lambent circle teasing the light with its own diaphanous grey veil until the beams shimmered on the water, twisting, reaching downward and then twirling upward twining sinuously with and around each other like some beautiful gold-clad dancers.


‘You be sho lovely . . .’


Lost in the vision of loveliness Saran had not seen Enoch Jacobs move. Glancing at him now she saw him standing on the very edge of that dark glassy ribbon, his arms reaching out over it.


‘. . . Enoch wantsh to dansh.’


Her breath caught in her throat as she tried to shout, to call out a warning, wake him from the dream that had him in such danger, but the words were no more than a whisper.


‘Enoch wantsh to dansh wi’ you, he—’


But the remainder was lost in the splash as he stepped into the water.
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He had walked into the water, arms stretched out before him as though reaching for something. Enoch Jacobs had stepped straight into the canal! Saran stared into the paling dawn. She had tried calling to him but after so many hours without a drink her throat had been hoarse and dry, so her call sounded little more than a croak; but had it been the roar of a bull it was doubtful it would have turned him from his purpose for Enoch Jacobs had seemed like a man deep in a trance, mesmerised by something only he heard and saw.


She had wanted to help, despite his cruelty she had wanted to save him pulling against the rope yoking her to the bushes until it had rubbed her flesh raw, but it had been hopeless, he had knotted the rope too well. She had heard the thresh of the water. Closing her eyes Saran tried to free her mind of the picture that had played there over and over through the remaining night hours and now was repeating again, but it was no use, the horror just went on and she saw again the stocky figure etched black in the moonlight, arms straight out in front of him . . . and the voice . . . she had not realised last night but, though the slur of a drunken man, it had held a note almost of ecstasy, as if he were watching something beautiful; then, drawn by a desire that echoed in his last call, he had deliberately stepped from the towpath!


‘Cripes, missis, yer frightened the life outta me!’


Her eyes springing open, her heart drumming like the hoofbeats of a galloping horse, Saran instinctively drew back against the bush.


‘I d’ain’t see you sittin’ there . . . Lord, you give me a fair shock.’


‘I . . . I’m sorry.’ She swallowed hard, trying to still the shaking of her voice as she looked at the boy who had spoken to her.


‘T’ain’t your fault.’ He grinned, showing strong teeth. ‘It was just I weren’t prepared, like . . . I’d expected to see yer gone.’


Gone? Saran was confused. The lad spoke as if he knew her but they had never met before this moment.


‘How come your old man d’ain’t tek you as bargained? Or mebbe ’e did then come back to this place for a second sale. I ’ave to say there was more than one with ’is coppers in ’is ’and. Where is the old bas— your father? Can’t say I be in a monkey’s wrostle to meet ’im.’


She had been in no hurry to meet with Enoch Jacobs either. Saran got to her feet as the lad turned to go.


‘Wait . . . please . . . what did you mean when you said you did not expect to see me here?’


Glancing both ways along the towpath the boy hesitated. It was obvious he was nervous, that he wanted to be off, but when Saran repeated her question he moved a step closer into the shelter of the clump of bushes that hid them from view of the tavern.


‘I ’eard ’em talkin’.’ Hands shoved deep into the pockets of his jacket he squatted beside her. ‘I’d done a job for the landlord and in return ’e let me sleep the night in a cubby ’ole next to the chimney. It was from there I ’eard ’em, two men talkin’ of a sale of some sort . . . one were sayin’ that six shillin’ were too much even for one which hadn’t bin tried. I wondered what it were they were on about so I listened some more. “Never had a man astride ’er,” so the first voice said but the second were quick wi’ an’ answer: “If that be the case,” ’e said, “how do I know her will come up to scratch?” I took a peek then, seen the red-faced ’un laughing. He took a swig from his tankard then said her’d go the same way as her mother and sister; if the wench d’ain’t prove as he’d promised then he’d sell ’er for half a crown. That were when it were agreed; for five shillin’ the second one had ’imself a vir—’ The boy paused, his sharp-boned face blushing deep pink. ‘Had a wench he could keep forra whole night.’


It was her! The boy was talking about her! Saran felt the blood slow in her veins. Enoch Jacobs had intended to trade her for a few shillings. But he had come from that tavern alone . . . why had the other man not come with him?


Unaware she had whispered the words aloud she only half heard the quickly spoken reply.


‘That was what I thought meself when they went on drinkin’, he’s paid his five bob so why not collect the goods, so to speak. But they both went on swillin’ ale like there’d never be another drop; the red-faced ’un spendin’ the five bob quick as he’d come by it, payin’ one round after the t’other wi’out a thought to keepin’ a penny of it for the next day.’


Why would he? Saran sank to the ground, staring again at that spot on the water. Why would Enoch Jacobs have had a thought for money when he could make more by using his stepdaughter as a prostitute?


‘I reckon them goods bein’ hired out were you.’ Beside her the boy talked on. ‘That ’eavy-jowled one, the one free an’ easy in his spendin’ said ’e had the wench fastened up good and tight close by and that rope around your neck and ’ands tells me I ain’t no mile off the mark.’


He was bang on the mark. Hot tears scalding behind her lids Saran stared helplessly at the bonds that had bitten deeply into her wrists as she had struggled to reach the figure on the towpath. She had been hired out . . .


‘Look,’ the lad twisted to look at her, ‘t’ain’t none o’ my business, that I knows, but it don’t seem right for a wench to be trussed like a sow for market . . . I could ’ave that rope off and chucked in the cut afore old beer guts gets back from wherever it be he’s gone to.’


‘He . . . he won’t be back,’ Saran murmured, ‘he won’t ever be back.’


‘Left you, ’as ’e?’ Nimble fingers busy with the cord that held her wrists, the boy talked hurriedly as though every second he stayed with her placed him in danger. ‘No loss to my way of reckonin’ but the other one still be in that tavern; he passed out dead drunk an’ the landlord said to put ’im to bed and set the cost to his bill, but ’e won’t sleep the ’ole day so unless you feels like honourin’ a bargain you d’ain’t ’ave the mekin’ of I suggest you hop it sharpish.’


Removing the cord as he finished speaking the lad coiled it, then, tucking one end between the loops so it would not undo, he hurled it into the centre of the canal glittering now as the newly risen sun dappled its surface.


‘I have nowhere to go.’ Watching the rippling circles spread and disappear, leaving the ribbon of water smooth and calm as before, Saran felt the strike of true emptiness. She had hated Enoch Jacobs and, yes, she had wanted him dead, but his presence had been a strange comfort, it had meant she was not entirely alone. But now that reassurance was gone and life was showing her a new fear.


The lad was on his feet, his glance travelling the towpath. ‘Ain’t you got no relations . . . somebody who would tek you in?’


‘I . . . I have a mother and a sister . . .’


‘Well, theer you am then . . . all you need do is—’


‘I don’t know where they are.’ Saran went on like someone caught in a horrible dream, a nightmare that shut out reality. ‘Enoch, my stepfather . . . he . . . he . . .’


Watching the tears break free coursing down Saran’s cheeks the lad seemed suddenly a man. ‘You don’t ’ave to tell me,’ he said quietly. ‘The old swine has them hired out as he intended doin’ with you.’


If only that were true it would be better than it was now, for at least she would see them, know if they were well! With sobs thickening her throat, Saran shook her head. ‘He did not hire them out.’ She stared again at the glistening water, and when she spoke it was a trembling whisper. ‘Enoch Jacobs sold my family.’


Following the narrow strip of ground worn bare of grass by the tramp of men leading barge horses, Saran glanced at the lad trudging beside her. Taller than Miriam and possibly a year or two older, he had taken command of the situation. Catching her by the hand he had pulled her to her feet, running with her until that tavern was not even a speck on the horizon. But she ought not to have left that place, she should have gone to the nearest town and explained to the constable there what had happened.


‘I reckons we should leave the cut.’ The lad glanced behind, clearly ill at ease. ‘We sticks out like a sore thumb walking this towpath, best mek for a town; we’ll be less likely to be taken note of among a crowd.’


His eyes were blue as Miriam’s! Saran caught his quick glance then shook her head. ‘I have to go back,’ she said quietly, ‘my stepfather . . .’


Quiet and assertive as he had been when pulling her to her feet outside of that tavern, the boy’s youth fell away from him once more. ‘Your stepfather be dead and there be nuthin’ you can do to alter that. You ’ave a life to lead and a family to search for; go back to that beerhouse, send for the constable and by the time you’ve told him what was done to you and your’n you’ll find yourself up afore the bench accused of murder.’


‘Murder!’ Saran gasped. ‘That’s ridiculous, I couldn’t . . . I wouldn’t . . .’


Coming to a standstill the lad half laughed. ‘P’raps not but who do you think will believe that? And while we be on the subject, tek this into consideration: there were nobody to see what truly ’appened, nobody to swear on the book they seen your stepfather fall into the cut. The coppers and magistrate will want somebody to answer for a dead body found floatin’ and you’ll do very nicely. I say forget him!’


Would it happen as he had said, would she be suspected of murder? Saran’s feet moved slowly behind the lad now moving on. An enquiry could take weeks, possibly months . . . she might be kept locked away in prison and in that time her family could be taken anywhere!


‘Luke!’ Calling the name the lad had told her was his, she caught up when he turned to wait. ‘Luke, I—’


Luke Hipton pushed a welter of brown hair back from a broad forehead with a movement of exasperation. ‘Look,’ he said flatly, ‘I’ve told what it be I thinks you should do, whether you does it or not that be up to yourself; as for me I’m goin’ to ask at yonder cottage for a drink of water then I be mekin’ for a town, like I said.’


Following the line of his finger, Saran saw the tiny house that, but for his sharp eye, would have gone unnoticed, set as it was in the curve of a low hill. Smoke curled thinly from its chimney and was immediately lost in cloud lowering in the sky. A drink of water would be welcome.


There was no fence about the low-roofed cottage, no gate or path leading to its door, while an overgrown patch of wild flowers claiming to be a garden nestled beneath the minute window. Waiting some way off, Saran watched the lad knock at the door, then moments later turn and shrug his shoulders with a gesture that implied there was no one at home.


‘Come on,’ he called, smiling, ‘they won’t mind we tekin’ a drink from their well.’


Luke should not be going to the rear of the house . . . they should not be here at all . . . taking that which was not offered was like stealing . . .


‘He be right, Harriet Dowen refuses no traveller a drink.’


Startled by the quiet voice Saran swung round, catching her breath at the sight of a face of which half was blemished with the deep red stain of a birthmark. ‘I . . . I ask your pardon,’ she stammered. ‘Luke . . . we . . . we meant no harm.’


‘That I knows,’ the woman answered. ‘Yourself would have passed on by but the lad . . .’


‘Luke would not steal anything, he . . . he only wanted a drink of water.’


Sharp eyes glittering beneath her cotton bonnet the woman nodded. ‘That also I knows and you both be welcome to it but there be a kettle boiling atop the fire and a slice of bread and a bite o’ roast fowl in the larder if you have a mind for it and I reckons it wouldn’t go amiss for there be a look of weariness about you.’


‘There be only a bucket so if you wants a drink you’ll ’ave to come round . . .’ Luke’s words died on his lips as he rounded the corner of the cottage.


‘I think the wench would manage better if ’n her drinks from a cup, and if you would prefer tea then we could find one for you an’ all.’


If only he would look at her . . . if she could catch his eye, tell him with a look she would rather not stay, that she felt uncomfortable imposing on a woman she had never met before and would rather he took his drink of water and they could move on. But he had already decided otherwise; grabbing her wrist as he followed the dark-skirted figure, he drew her after him.


Inside, the room was dim after the stronger light of day but the fire burning in the grate flickered over pretty chintz and cupboards gleaming from daily rubbing away of dust. Laying her basket on a table covered with a spotless cloth the woman removed her shawl, hanging it on a peg beside the door.


‘Sit you down at the fireside,’ she said, reaching for a teapot covered with brightly painted flowers.


Twisting her fingers awkwardly with her skirt, Saran asked, ‘May I help . . . please, I’d rather.’


‘I understands.’ The blemished mouth gave the shadow of a smile. ‘Busy fingers helps lift a load from the mind. See you then to the mekin’ of a pot of tea, you’ll find all you needs in that cupboard and I’ll bring milk from the scullery.’


Taking up her basket the woman drew aside a heavy chenille curtain draping a tiny square passage, which no doubt gave on to a scullery. Watching her go, Saran reached cups from the dresser, setting them on the table before reaching for a pottery jar painted with the same array of brilliant flowers as the teapot. Finding her guess correct that this served as a tea caddy, she spooned some of the dark leaves into the pot then scalded it with water from the kettle. Brewing tea would keep her fingers busy, she thought, putting the teapot on the hob to infuse, but nothing would lift the burden from her mind. Enoch Jacobs was dead, drowned, and evil as he had been to her and her family, she should have seen to the recovery of his body, seen to his burying, but instead she had run away. Guilt at the wrongness of her action making her hands shake, she took the jug with its beaded cover, avoiding the eyes of the woman handing it to her.


If her trembling hands had been noticed they brought no comment. Placing the food on the table the woman waved Luke to a chair beside it then bowed her head, offering a prayer for the bounty of heaven and the grace of the Lord.


‘Amen.’ Saran added her own whisper to Luke’s enthusiastic reply.


‘The meal be sparse but the welcome be plentiful.’ The woman placed thick slices of meat on blue-rimmed plates, passing one to each of them.


After the long days of hunger the meal was a banquet, but the kindness with which it was given filled her throat and Saran could not eat. Knowing it must appear gross ingratitude she tried to apologise, but the older woman dismissed it with a quick wave of the hand.


‘That there chicken don’t be going to get up and run from your plate, wench, so you tek the time you needs. There be no hurry.’ Turning her attention to Luke she placed another slice of meat on his plate, meeting his approving grin with a nod.


Beyond the window the sky darkened suddenly and a distant roar of thunder rolled from the distance.


‘Seems there be the mekin’s of a storm.’ The woman glanced at the ceiling then back to Saran. ‘If it be you have no liking for being soaked through then you be welcome to bide ’til it be passed and should it be it carries ’til the morning, well I ’ave no bed to offer but the fire will burn all night and there be a blanket apiece.’


A few hours beneath a roof, sheltered from the chill of night, a fireside in place of a hedge! It all seemed too good to be true, but the delighted look on Luke’s face said the offer was genuine and he, if not herself, would accept it. Perhaps she could stay for just a little while, a few hours’ rest, then she would go back the way she had come, go to a magistrate and tell what had happened, and somehow she would see Enoch Jacobs’s body buried in church grounds.


She had slept. Warm in the sweet-smelling blanket, Saran listened to the drum of rain against the tiny window. The storm the woman had foretold had broken but its sounds had not disturbed her. Nor had it wakened Luke. Sitting upright she glanced at the figure curled in a corner of the room. She would have liked to stay with this cheerful lad, been glad of his company for a few days more, but he would go on to a town while she must return to Willenhall. There was no need to rouse him, no need to explain her leaving: he would know the reason. Rising quietly, she folded the blanket then paused, holding it draped over one arm. What was said of Luke could not be said of Harriet Dowen. Luke would place no concern on being given no word of goodbye but that woman’s kindness did not deserve to be repaid in such a way; if nothing else, she deserved an explanation.


A movement of the curtain closing off the scullery had Saran turn quickly. The woman’s bright eyes were watching her.


‘I . . . I want to thank you, Mrs Dowen . . .’


Moving to the fire the woman poked the embers, freeing them of grey ash before feeding it fresh coals. ‘It don’t be Mrs.’ She straightened, holding the empty coal bucket in one hand. ‘I were never wed and never expected to be, for what man would tek a wench with a mark such as I carries? There was none in the hamlet of Bentley nor in the towns that stand beyond. Seems no man were willing to take on a woman scarred as I be.’


‘Then there was no man with sense!’ Saran answered quickly.


The smile touching the blemished mouth hinted at long-passed sadness. ‘Maybe . . . maybe.’ Gentle as the smile, the words came softly. ‘Whichever the reason, I were never offered for . . . but I be happy enough with life, I have my herbs which people often come here for, and helping them gives me content; it might be you could find a bit of the same before you returns the way you came. Oh there be no need of telling me your intent! It be obvious in your face. You carries a guilt, could be Harriet Dowen could ease it a little.’


How could this woman help her? Saran laid the blanket aside. Could she tell her where money enough could be earned to pay for Enoch Jacobs’s funeral . . . or where she might find her mother and sister?


‘You have your doubts as to what I says . . . that be your privilege.’ The woman turned towards the scullery. ‘Harriet Dowen don’t give where her don’t be asked.’


She had hurt the woman’s feelings. Harriet Dowen had read the guilt she carried and had offered help but she had also seen the refusal Saran knew showed in her eyes.


‘Mrs— Harriet,’ she said as the figure returned from setting the empty bucket in the scullery, ‘I didn’t mean . . .’


‘I know, wench, I know.’ Her smile emerging once more, Harriet Dowen nodded. ‘You’ve given no offence but I’d tek it kindly if you’d share a pot of tea with me afore you goes on your way for it’s been a day or two since I had the pleasure of company.’


She could not refuse. Murmuring her thanks Saran set the cups while the older woman lifted the kettle from the bracket swung over the fire.


Minutes later, handing a cup to the seated woman, Saran felt their fingers brush and Harriet Dowen gasped as she drew her hand back.


‘Harriet!’ Saran swung the cup back on the table, ignoring the stain as it spilled tea on the white cloth. ‘Harriet, what’s wrong . . . are you ill?’


Harriet Dowen’s face had become chalk white, its red birthmark glowing a deeper crimson while her eyes seemed to stare into a space beyond her own room.


‘Oh, sweet Mother of Jesus!’ she gasped. ‘Oh, dear Lord, have mercy!’
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‘Saran, Saran, what be wrong . . . be you all right?’


Awake in an instant, Luke was on his feet and across the room.


Still staring at Harriet, Saran did not see the lad’s face, anxious as her own, as he looked keenly at her.


‘It isn’t me,’ she answered, ‘it’s Harriet, she . . . she’s taken some sort of turn.’


A little colour returning to the white side of her face, Harriet Dowen pulled herself together, but she could not still the trembling of her hands as she asked for her cup. ‘No need for worrying,’ she said shakily, ‘and I be sorry to have wakened you, lad.’


‘But what happened . . . will I go for a doctor?’


‘No, lad, ’tis kind of you to offer but there be no doctor can cure Harriet Dowen of the mark her carries on the outside nor that which be inside.’


Was the woman who had been so generous to a couple of strangers ill . . . could it be she suffered from that same falling sickness a girl in the street next to theirs had suffered from, often taking a fit that left her trembling and drained of colour? Saran bent forward.


‘Can I get you anything . . . perhaps some potion?’ Concern uppermost in her mind she laid a hand on the woman’s arm, withdrawing it at the sharp gasp. ‘I’m sorry . . .’ Perplexed, she took a step backward her hazel eyes troubled. ‘I should not have touched you.’


‘Saran child, sit down.’ Harriet laid her cup aside. ‘There be something I would have you know . . . no need for you to go out of the room, lad . . .’ She glanced at Luke who had started towards the door. ‘I wants you to hear what it is I have to say for I feel it circles yourself.’ Returning her bright look to Saran, she went on. ‘What you just seen, the shock that took me when your fingers touched against mine, be a thing which has happened to me since I was naught but a little wench stood at my mother’s knee. Sometimes when people touched me I would see things in my head, things that had to do with them, oft time it were their past that were shown me and other times it would be what was yet to come. That is how it be with you. Your fingers brushed mine and it was there, pictures vivid and clear, pictures of a woman lying atop two wenches, one no more’n seven or eight years; her were trying to protect ’em from the lash of a belt . . . a belt wielded by a thickset man, heavy-jowled, hair flaming like dull fire.’


Enoch Jacobs! Saran felt her insides tumble. The woman was describing Enoch Jacobs!


‘The man be known to you . . .’ Harriet was still speaking though the trembling of her hands was gone, ‘but he be no more, he was called – called to join the moon dancers.’


‘Who be the moon dancers? I ain’t never seen ’em. Be they an act at the Palace of Varieties?’


‘They be no act on no stage, lad, you’ll not see them in any music hall.’


‘But you said the man you seen in your ’ead had bin called to join the moon dancers!’ Luke was clearly dissatisfied with the answer he had received.


Harriet nodded but her eyes did not leave Saran’s face. This wench knew well the man spoken of, her body bore the marks of his brutality and her soul the scars of his malevolence. ‘What I said were what I saw.’ She spoke slowly, the words directed at the girl. ‘The man I speak of were called by the moon dancers; you think to return to the place where he stepped into the water, to find his body and see it set in holy ground, but them as frolics wi’ the moon dancers be many days in the finding, sometimes it be far from the spot they was called, sometimes they don’t be found at all.’


‘Be these moon dancers real?’


‘Real enough to the poor unfortunates as sees them at their revels.’ Harriet reached for the teapot. ‘Now, lad, you fetch a bucket of coal from the backyard and I’ll see about mekin’ you both a bite of breakfast, the day be sharp as yet and an empty stomach will have it feeling no kinder.’


Her mind in a turmoil, Saran followed the woman’s instructions, setting a pan of water to boil, adding oatmeal and salt, then stirring the mixture with a wooden spoon.


‘many days in the finding.’


The words turned in her mind.


‘sometimes they don’t be found at all.’


Was Harriet Dowen telling her that Enoch Jacobs would not be found . . . to search for the body would be fruitless? But that could mean he had not drowned, for if he had then his body would float. It would rise to the surface . . . be seen by the first person to pass on the towpath. With a breath suddenly held in her throat, fingers gripping the long-handled spoon, she stood motionless, one thought dominating every other. Maybe she was wrong in assuming Enoch Jacobs had drowned, perhaps he had managed to crawl out of the water, drag himself on to the opposite bank! The moon had been brilliant but its light had seemed to play only over one patch of the canal, centred in one small area, leaving the towpath and surrounding land in thick dark shadow. He could have hauled himself out, she would not have seen him in the blackness; and if he had woken some time later and stumbled away that would explain why neither she nor Luke had seen him that morning. He was alive! Enoch Jacobs was alive and she must find him, for only he could tell her who it was had purchased her mother and sister, only he could tell where they would be found.


Turning quickly, the hand that held the spoon caught against that of the woman setting bowls on the table. Catching her breath Harriet pulled back, her face paling as she clutched the angry red mark already visible on her skin.


It had been no scald had that mark appear on the back of Harriet Dowen’s hand. The porridge bowls washed and returned to their place on the dresser, Saran turned her attention to the table. Gathering the cloth she took it outside, shaking its white folds free of crumbs. The woman had been more than kind to them. Standing a moment, Saran stared over the barren stretch of ground empty of any other dwelling. She had come here to live, to escape the cruel jibes of children, so Harriet had told her as they had talked the night before. But had that truly been the reason she chose to live in isolation with only the brief visit of women wanting potions, or was it the heartache of having no man ask her to be his wife? It was a cruel trick of fate that had half of her face covered with a terrible birthmark.


‘Darlaston, you say that be the nearest town?’


Luke’s voice floated out followed by the quieter tone of Harriet.


‘One way be Darlaston, the other leads to Wednesbury. You’ll come to the spot where the track divides – it be marked with a signpost – but it’s nothing either promises ’cept toil and sweat. Life be hard for the folk there and ’tis not much they have to feed their own and less to give to strangers . . . so you tek the bread and cheese I’ve wrapped in that cloth . . .’


The woman had done enough for them already, they should not be taking more of her bounty. Turning quickly indoors, Saran put her feelings into words.


Taking the folded cloth the older woman smiled. ‘What I give, heaven returns—’ The rest never came for as her fingers touched briefly against Saran’s she drew her breath sharply.


Having witnessed the reaction several times, Luke was impatient with the two; why not say what was seen, what it was given the older one to know? Maybe it would be for the good of each of them. In a few minutes it would be too late for they would have taken their leave. Resolute at the thought he asked, ‘What is it you sees whenever you touches against Saran?’


Pushing the cloth into a drawer Harriet Dowen’s mouth set in a firm line. ‘That don’t be for you to ask.’


‘But last night you said it circled me, so it be only fair I should know what it is!’ The sense of injustice lacing his reply carried over to his blue eyes, showing clearly in the look he now turned to Saran.


Was she being unfair to him? Uncomfortable with his stare she turned her back, pretending to busy herself with a last-minute smoothing of her skirts. It was true what he said, Harriet had told Luke that that which was shown her in those ‘flashes’ somehow included him, so maybe it was only right he should know. Facing the older woman as she came from the scullery, Saran forced away her apprehension, saying evenly, ‘Harriet, would you tell me, please . . . who or what are the moon dancers . . . is Enoch Jacobs still living, and . . . and will I find my mother and sister soon?’


‘I can tell you of the dancers well enough, but to the rest I would needs tek your hand atwixt my own. If you wants to hear then sit you at the table.’


The first to take a seat, Luke held his breath. Could be he would be told to wait outside.


‘This be your asking, will it be for your listening and for no other?’


The meaning was clear to Saran. With her word the lad would be banished from the room . . . but he had not abandoned her when finding her trussed on the heath, he had released her and stayed with her when he could easily have sprinted away; he did not deserve to be closed out, what she heard he too would hear. Giving him the fleeting ghost of a smile she nodded at the woman settled at the table.


‘The moon dancers,’ Harriet began, ‘waits for the unwary. Like golden will o’ the wisps they flickers on the surface of the waters, their streams of light stretching and swaying, lifting and falling to a tune only the one that be called can hear, and once it be in the ears there can be no shutting it off . . . any man or woman, any child caught by its melody be forced to dance; unable to resist, wanting only to be part of that shining reel, they steps into river or canal – where they drown.’
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