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Chapter One

Three Mills, East London, 1870

The last sack of grain swung perilously over Effie’s head as it was hoisted into the House Mill on the banks of the River Lea. The narrowboat rose a little higher in the water as if relieved to be divested of its heavy cargo, and a thick layer of dust settled on the decking like a generous coating of sugar on a sticky bun. Effie held her hand to her aching back, peering into the gathering gloom to catch sight of Tom, her younger brother, who had gone to collect their horse, Champion, from the patch of waste ground nearby.

‘Tom,’ Effie shouted, cupping her hands around her mouth in an attempt to make her voice carry above the splashing of the waterwheel and the grinding of the millstone, which was silenced only at low tide. ‘Tom, we’re ready to move.’

A faint answering cry confirmed that he had heard her, and from the cabin the high-pitched wailing of her infant son made Effie forget everything other than the need to tend to her child. Despite the fact that she had been on her feet since dawn, navigating the vessel through seemingly endless locks on its journey from the Essex countryside to Three Mills, it only needed a plaintive cry from Georgie to galvanise her tired limbs into action. She made her way along the empty deck to the cabin, and a wave of heat from the cast-iron stove hit her forcibly as she opened the door. She stepped down into the confined space where the family lived cheek by jowl. Privacy was not a familiar word in the lives of canal people.

Her father-in-law looked up, scowling. ‘You took your time with the unloading,’ he grumbled. ‘You need to see to the child. You can’t expect me to run round after young Georgie now he’s toddling. It’s woman’s work.’

‘I’m sorry, Father-in-law,’ Effie murmured, biting back a sharp retort. ‘But I can’t be in two places at the same time.’

‘That’s enough backchat from you, girl. I may be a cripple but I’m still the boss round here.’ Jacob Grey fumbled in his pocket, producing a battered tin snuffbox from which he took a pinch of the brown powder and inhaled deeply. He wiped the excess off his upper lip with a handkerchief that might once have been white but was so stained with snuff that its colour matched that of the polished wooden bulkhead. ‘That young limb has had his fingers in everything,’ he added, glaring at his grandson.

‘Georgie is just a baby,’ Effie protested, bending down to scoop her eighteen-month-old son up in her arms.

‘What took you so long?’ Jacob’s eyes watered and he sniffed, wiping his nose again and eyeing Effie with a scornful curl of his lips. ‘I wouldn’t put it past you to be sizing up the next man now that my boy has gone to his Maker. I always said you were a conniving trollop.’

‘Mama.’ Tears welled up in Georgie’s blue eyes and he wrapped his chubby arms around his mother’s neck.

‘There’s no need to raise your voice, Father-in-law. You’re scaring Georgie.’ Effie held her child close, stroking his soft brown curls away from his forehead. ‘There, there, darling, it’s all right.’

‘Don’t change the subject.’ Jacob glared at her with a belligerent outthrust of his whiskery chin. ‘What have you been doing all this time?’

Effie held her breath, mentally counting to ten as she faced her father-in-law’s overt antagonism with an attempt at a smile. ‘There was a full load. I couldn’t leave Tom to see to it on his own. He’s only a boy.’

‘He’s thirteen,’ Jacob snapped. ‘My Owen was working the boat from the age of ten. He was a wonderful son and he could have done better for himself than marrying a girl from the workhouse.’

The accusation hit a nerve, drawing a swift response from Effie. ‘If I was in the workhouse, it was through no fault of my own.’

‘You were a barmaid and that’s even worse. You set your cap at Owen because you thought you’d have an easy life with him, and you would have if he hadn’t been carried off by the same illness that took his ma. It was a bad day when he fell for your big brown eyes and all that yellow hair. I’ve always suspected that it’s dyed.’

‘I was born with hair this colour,’ Effie protested. ‘Living as we do it would be impossible to keep it secret if I put anything on it other than lye soap.’

‘Don’t you dare grumble about the way we live, my girl. You were quick enough to accept Owen when he proposed marriage. You didn’t complain about the cramped conditions then so don’t you dare start now. This is my boat and I can send you and your brother packing any time I feel so inclined.’

This harsh remark brought Effie’s chin up. ‘And how would you work the canals on your own, crippled as you are?’

Jacob’s eyes flashed angrily. ‘That’s right: throw my misfortune back in my face. I was a strong fellow before the accident that broke both my legs and I wouldn’t have sat here listening to a scrawny wench criticising my vessel. As it is I only keep you on out of respect for my dead son.’

‘And you never miss an opportunity to remind me of that fact,’ Effie cried, close to tears at the constant reminders of her husband’s premature death. ‘You never let me forget that I am beholden to you.’

‘And you would leave me to fend for myself at the first opportunity, don’t pretend that you wouldn’t.’

‘All I want is a decent life for Owen’s son, and you’re right, Father-in-law, if I had a choice in the matter I would leave you and this wretched narrowboat and take my son with me. All I wish for is the chance to raise my child properly and give him the opportunities in life that were denied to me. Surely that’s not too much to ask?’

‘Poppycock! You want everything given to you on a plate. One day you’ll flutter those long eyelashes at some poor bloke and he’ll fall for your pretty face just like my boy did. You’ll be off so fast it will make my head spin, no matter that Owen would have wanted you to care for his old father.’

Effie turned away, sighing as she put Georgie down on the padded seat which at night doubled for their bed. She knew that she would lose this argument as she had lost so many in the past. She moved to the stove and lifted the lid from a bubbling pan, selecting a wooden spoon from an earthenware pot and stirring the beef bones and vegetables that had been stewing gently all day. ‘We’ll have supper as soon as we’ve moved the boat to our berth in the canal basin,’ she said, in an attempt to steer the conversation onto safer ground. She had learned long ago that attempting to gainsay her father-in-law would only lead to further conflict. Jacob had ruled his family with a rod of iron and Effie was convinced that Owen had secretly been afraid of his father, even after the old man had lost his physical strength.

‘You should have seen to that the moment the last sack of grain was taken off,’ Jacob said impatiently. ‘Where is that good-for-nothing brother of yours?’

‘He went to fetch Champion.’

‘Then for God’s sake go out and hurry him along. The boy dawdles at the best of times.’

Effie did not dignify this unfair remark with an answer, and Georgie slid from the bunk to clutch at her skirts. He smiled up at her as if in his baby way he understood that she was under verbal attack. She bent down to kiss his chubby cheek. ‘Let’s go outside, Georgie. We’ll find Uncle Tom and maybe he’ll let you ride on Champion’s back.’

‘And the child will fall off and break his neck,’ Jacob muttered. ‘You’ll be quite free from the Grey family then.’

Refusing to be goaded, Effie swung Georgie into her arms and climbed the steps leading out of the suffocating heat into the cool night air. It was twilight and the scent of hawthorn mingled with the aroma of freshly milled grain and the pungent odours emanating from the distillery. The bonded warehouse was sited on land below the mill and from there the narrowboat would be loaded with barrels of alcohol to be transported back to London. It was a circular trip that the Grey family had undertaken for the past twenty years or more, long before Effie met and married Owen. She smiled as Georgie twined his fat little fingers around a lock of her hair and she held him close, breathing in the scent of him as she gazed up into the sky. Noisy starlings swooped and soared, forming dense black clouds against the pale evening sky. Livid streaks of purple and fiery red were all that remained of the sunset, and a silver sliver of moon was accompanied by the evening star. Effie sighed. There was so much beauty in the world and yet so much sadness. She still mourned the loss of her husband. At just twenty-three, Owen had been too young to die, but the insidious disease that had rotted his lungs had taken him from her when she was still a bride and not yet a mother. Georgie had been born six months after Owen’s death and the birth had not been easy, but Effie would have willingly suffered the pain again and again to hold her baby in her arms. He was so like his father, with blue eyes that smiled with delight every time he saw her and hair the colour of a sparrow’s wing. Very early on he had smiled and this had developed into a throaty chuckle when something amused him. When Jacob was in a good mood he often claimed that Georgie was a true Grey, but to Effie he was all hers; the only thing in her twenty-two years that had truly belonged to her.

She came back to earth with a jolt as Tom hailed her from the towpath. ‘Shall we cast off now, Effie?’

‘Yes, Tom.’ She set Georgie down on the deck and ran lightly to the bows to catch the mooring rope. Within minutes they were on the move, the narrowboat seeming to skim the dark water of the canal basin as Tom led Champion towards their berth for the night. First thing in the morning on the turn of the tide, they would be on their way back to Limehouse Basin and the circuit would begin again.

Next morning when the first crack of light appeared in the eastern sky, Effie was at the tiller with Tom trudging along the towpath leading Champion. The heavily laden narrowboat was low in the water but gradually gathered momentum and picked up speed as Champion plodded on towards London. The distinctive twin towers of the Clock House Mill and the now derelict windmill gradually faded into the distance and street lights shone like strings of glow-worms along the banks of the River Lea. As they left the river and entered Limehouse Cut, passing through brickfields and market gardens, the cool morning air was heavy with the stench from the manufactories. The mixed odours of varnish, chemicals, India rubber, manure, tar, alum and glue made from animal bones hung in a miasma above the murky waters of the canal.

It was still early morning when Bow Common Bridge came into sight and the gaudily painted Prince of Wales tavern where Effie had once been employed as a barmaid. Champion it seemed had already decided to make a stop here and he had his head down champing away on a patch of sooty grass. Tom tethered him to a fence post, hitched a nosebag over Champion’s head and came strolling back to the boat whistling a tune, his hands in his pockets. Effie had to hide a smile at her brother’s insouciant air. Dear Tom, she thought fondly, nothing ever seemed to get him down. He often suffered the sharp edge of Jacob’s tongue but he took it all with good grace and never seemed to let the unfairness of their situation bother him. Perhaps it was the hardship they had suffered in the workhouse that had inured him to such treatment, or maybe it was simply that Tom possessed a happy nature and a good heart. Whatever star it was that ruled him, Effie was very grateful for its benign influence as without Tom her life and that of little Georgie would be all the harder to bear.

‘What d’you say to breakfast in the pub?’ Tom suggested, grinning. ‘I can smell bacon frying, hot toast and coffee.’

‘I don’t know, Tom. I don’t think Mr Grey would approve. Since he gave up the drink he thinks that pubs are dens of iniquity.’

‘Aw go on, Effie. We’ve made good time and if we arrive too early we’ll only have to wait for a berth. Mr Ellerman is always late anyway.’

Effie acknowledged this truth with a reluctant nod of her head. Mr Ellerman was the agent for the distillers’ company and he organised the carts to transport the barrels of alcohol to Clerkenwell where they would be rectified into gin. Effie’s stomach rumbled and her mouth watered as she too caught a tantalising whiff of bacon which momentarily overpowered the noxious city smells. ‘All right, Tom. I think we’ve earned a treat. Go inside and order three breakfasts. I’ll share mine with Georgie.’

Tom held his hand out. ‘It’ll cost you, Effie.’

She put her hand in her pocket and took out a silver sixpence, the last of the money that Jacob had allocated to buy food for the week. He might not be able to work the barge but he still insisted on handling the business transactions, making it plain that he did not trust Effie with such matters.

Tom shot off in the direction of the pub and Effie made her way into the cabin, preparing for yet another battle of wills. She was not disappointed.

Jacob had raised himself on a cushion and his nightcap sat awry on his thinning white hair. ‘You can’t keep away from your old haunts, can you?’

‘That’s not fair, Father-in-law.’ Effie glanced anxiously at her sleeping child and lowered her voice. ‘All we want is some hot food and there is nowhere else between here and Limehouse Basin.’

‘You are wantonly extravagant, my girl, wasting our hard-earned money on food that you could cook yourself for half the cost.’

‘There is nothing left in the cupboard, not even a crust of bread, and we’ve been on the go since daybreak.’

‘You were raised on gruel in the workhouse, but that’s not good enough for you now, is it? You’ve got ideas above your station, and you’ll ruin us before you’re done.’

‘So you don’t want anything from the pub then?’ Effie knew that she ought not to goad the old man, but he had pushed her too far this morning.

‘You can wipe that smug look off your face, madam. I’ll take breakfast although it will probably choke me, but at least I know I’ll get a decent meal from the pub kitchen and not the slop that you serve up.’

Jacob’s harsh voice must have penetrated Georgie’s dreams, for he stirred and opened his eyes with a whimper that went straight to Effie’s heart. She snatched him up from his nest of pillows and carried him out onto the deck, threading her way around the tightly packed barrels. She wanted to put as much distance as possible between herself and her tormentor. Sometimes she felt that she could not stand another minute of her father-in-law’s cruel jibes, and for two pins she would have left the narrowboat to take her chances on land, but there was always Georgie to consider, and Tom. The threat of returning to the workhouse was enough to make her think twice before making any rash decisions.

Hampered by her long skirts and the weight of Georgie in her arms, Effie was having difficulty in getting onto the towpath when a hand reached out to help her.

‘Why, if it isn’t young Effie Sadler.’

Effie would have known that voice anywhere. She looked up into a pair of speedwell-blue eyes that twinkled with laughter and a weather-beaten face that denoted a life spent mainly outdoors. ‘Toby Tapper!’ she exclaimed. ‘Where did you spring from?’

‘From the tavern, my pet. I recognised Tom supping a pint of small beer and I couldn’t believe my eyes to see how he’d grown.’ Toby slipped his free arm around her waist and swung her off the deck, setting her gently down on the towpath. His smile broadened as Georgie reached up to touch his face. ‘And who might this fine fellow be?’

‘This is my son, Georgie.’

‘I heard that you’d married a boatman.’ Toby ruffled Georgie’s curls. ‘Your boy does you credit, Effie, but it’s hard to believe you are a wife and mother. Your presence behind the bar is sorely missed, my dear.’

‘You always were a smooth talker, Toby. I’m sure you say that to all the barmaids in every town you visit. Are you still trading horses?’

Toby took off his cap, brushing back a lock of dark, curly hair that gleamed like coal in the bright light. ‘I’m Romany. No one understands horseflesh better than we do.’

‘And do you still travel with the fair?’

He shook his head. ‘No, we parted company some time ago.’

She had always had a soft spot for Toby and seeing him again lifted her spirits, reminding her of happier days. Questions bubbled on Effie’s tongue like sweet sherbet, but Tom appeared in the pub doorway. ‘Grub up, Effie. Come and get it while it’s hot.’

Toby linked her hand through his arm. ‘Allow me, ma’am. I think I might join you at the breakfast table, if that’s all right with you and if your husband won’t object.’

The years had rolled away and she had been Effie Sadler, but she returned to earth with a bump and her smile faded. ‘I’m a widow, Toby. Owen died of consumption two years ago.’

‘I am sorry, truly I am. I had no idea, or I wouldn’t have made light of things.’

‘You weren’t to know.’

‘Effie Grey, where’s me food?’ Jacob’s voice boomed from within the cabin, reminding her painfully that life had changed, and not for the better.

‘It’s coming, Father-in-law.’ She shot an apologetic glance at Toby. ‘He’s not the easiest person to live with.’

Toby raised an eyebrow. ‘I can see that, ducks. Best get the old codger fed then.’ He led her into the pub, settling her on a seat by the fire where Tom had already begun shovelling his food down at an alarming rate. ‘Hold fast there, young fellow.’ Toby picked up a rapidly cooling plate of bacon, eggs and buttered toast, thrusting it into Tom’s hands. ‘Take this to the old man.’ He turned to the barman. ‘A pint of porter, if you please, Ben.’

‘The old fellah don’t approve of drink,’ Tom said nervously. ‘He says it’s the devil’s brew and he’ll only throw it at me.’

Toby strode to the bar and came back with a foaming tankard. He took a red-hot poker from the fire and plunged it into the pot. The beer hissed and fizzed, and he thrust the tankard into Tom’s hand. ‘Tell the old devil that this is purely medicinal; doctor’s orders.’

‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ Effie said anxiously as Tom left the taproom. ‘Mr Grey has a fierce temper. He might not be able to walk but he has a long reach with his cane and a strong arm.’

‘I’ll wager that Tom is quick on his feet, and maybe the mulled ale will sweeten the old man’s temper.’ Toby held his arms out to Georgie. ‘Come with me, young man. I know the cook here and if we ask her nicely, I’m sure she’ll give you a bowl of porridge with lots of sugar and cream. Shall we go and see?’

Effie half rose to her feet, but Toby pressed her gently down on the wooden settle. ‘Don’t worry, little mother, your boy is safe with me. I’m used to handling young colts, and, as you see, he is not afraid of his Uncle Toby.’

As if to confirm this statement, Georgie peered at the gold earring dangling from Toby’s earlobe and he poked at it with a chubby finger, seemingly content to be held in a stranger’s arms and quite happy to leave his mother and be carried off to the unknown. Effie did not know whether to be pleased by her son’s newfound independence or upset by it, and she had to resist the urge to follow them. Even as she ate the tasty food, she found herself straining her ears in case Georgie should suddenly miss her and begin to cry, but it was Tom who returned first, bursting through the pub door like a whirlwind. He flung himself down on the settle and began to eat again, grumbling through each mouthful. ‘Miserable old bugger. I’ll kill him if he keeps hitting me with that stick.’

‘Hush, Tom,’ Effie said, glancing round anxiously to see if anyone had heard him. ‘You don’t mean that.’

Tom swallowed hard. ‘Don’t I just? He’s an ungrateful old sod and I hate him.’

Effie pushed her plate away, unable to eat another mouthful. ‘I know he’s difficult, Tom, but we have to put up with him for now at least.’

‘I could get a job, Effie. There’s the chemical works across the cut, and the match factory back along the river. There’s the gasworks and the alum factory, the glue works...’

‘Stop it, Tom. I know you mean well but it’s not as simple as that,’ Effie said in a low voice, reaching out to cover his hand with hers. ‘We would have to find a place to live and rents are high, wages are low. We would end up back in the workhouse or worse.’

‘But he’s a pig and a bully. I can’t bear the way he treats you.’ Tom wiped his sleeve across his face.

Effie’s throat constricted at the sight of her brother’s eyes magnified by unshed tears and she squeezed his fingers. ‘I’ll think of something, Tom, but for the time being we’ve just got to put up with things as they are.’

‘Effie Sadler – or should I say Mrs Grey.’

A familiar voice from behind her made Effie turn her head and she rose to her feet, holding out her hand to the landlord. ‘Ben. It’s good to see you again. It’s been a long time.’

‘Too long, my girl. I’ve seen the Margaret pass us by on many an occasion and yet you never called in to see us.’ Ben Hawkins wiped his hands on his apron and took Effie’s outstretched hand in a large paw, pumping it up and down enthusiastically. ‘I’ve just seen Toby in the kitchen and he told me you were out here.’

‘We just stopped for a bite to eat,’ Effie explained hastily. ‘We don’t normally have the time and my father-in-law doesn’t drink, so that’s why...’

Ben threw back his shaggy head and roared with laughter. ‘You don’t have to explain, ducks. Old man Grey is well known in these parts for being a bit of a miser. The other boatmen don’t have much time for him by all accounts.’ His craggy features smoothed to a look of deep concern. ‘I heard about your husband, Effie. It were a bad business, girl, and we was all sorry to hear of your loss.’

Effie swallowed a lump in her throat and blinked as the ready tears stung her eyes. ‘Thank you, Ben. I appreciate that.’

He turned to Tom, slapping him on the shoulder. ‘And you’ve grown, young fellow. I hardly recognise you now.’ He squeezed Tom’s arm playfully. ‘Look at them muscles! It’s easy to see who does all the work.’

Tom flushed a rosy red beneath his freckles. ‘That’s right. I’m the one who leads the horse and works the locks where there’s no keeper to help. I dunno what Effie would do without me.’

‘You’re a good chap, Tom,’ Ben said, taking a silver threepenny bit from his pocket and pressing it into Tom’s hand.

‘What’s that for?’ Tom shot a sideways glance at his sister. ‘I suppose you’re going to say I shouldn’t take it when I done nothing to earn it.’

‘Then earn it you shall, my lad.’ Ben ruffled Tom’s curly hair. ‘There’s a delivery due any moment. You know the drill, Tom. Go and open the cellar door and make certain they drop off all the barrels as ordered.’

‘It’s like old times,’ Tom said, leaping to his feet. ‘They won’t pull a fast one on me, guv.’ He raced out of the door, shouting a greeting to the draymen.

‘He’s a good boy,’ Ben said, grinning. ‘And you know that you’ve always got a job back here, girl. I can find work for the pair of you, if you’ve a mind to take me up on my offer.’

Effie met his grey eyes with a steady gaze. ‘Thank you, Ben. I’ll remember that.’

‘Ben, come here. I want a word with you.’ The shrill voice that Effie remembered only too well as belonging to Ben’s wife, Maggie, made Ben turn with a guilty start. ‘Coming, my love.’ He patted Effie on the shoulder. ‘Enjoy your food, ducks, and don’t leave it so long before you call in again.’

Effie’s attempt at a smile was met with cold disdain from Maggie, who appeared in the doorway, beckoning furiously to her husband. Ben followed her into the depths of the pub like an obedient hound.

Poor Ben, Effie thought sadly. He was such a good-natured man and he didn’t deserve a vinegar-tongued wife who watched his every move and no doubt nagged him half to death. From the first moment she had met him, when as bedraggled runaways from the workhouse she and Tom had arrived at the pub looking for work, Effie had always liked Ben. He had taken them in when no one else was willing to help two half-starved youngsters and he had been a kind and generous employer, but Maggie was possessed of a jealous nature. She had been convinced that Effie was a threat and nothing would persuade her to think otherwise. She had spied on Effie and had accused her husband of flirting with their young barmaid. Ben had fended off her hysterical outbursts with casual good humour, refusing to admit that the situation was making life difficult for Effie. Then one day Owen had walked into the taproom. Effie found it hard to believe that the handsome young boatman had fallen in love with her at first sight. Things like that only happened in fairy stories and not to a poor girl from the workhouse. But Owen was not to be denied, and he had wooed and won her with his kindness and gentle adoration.

Effie had not been sorry to leave the Prince of Wales tavern when she married Owen. Even though he must have suffered strong opposition from Maggie, Ben had given them a good send-off. The bar had been garlanded with wild flowers and there had been food aplenty. Ale had flowed like the River Lea in full spate and Morris men had danced on the green. It had been midsummer and Effie had spent her wedding night lying with her husband on the deck of the Margaret Grey with a canopy of stars above their heads. She would never forget how gentle and tender Owen had been on that magical first night, or the joy she had experienced in their rapturous union. It had been a long, hot summer and they chose to sleep on deck rather than in the close confines of the cabin, making love in the moonlight with the musical sounds of the water and the nightingales singing their sweet songs above their heads. But as the days grew shorter so Owen’s life had begun to ebb away.

It had been a cold and frosty night, but Owen had insisted that he wanted to sleep beneath the stars once more. Effie had wrapped him in a patchwork quilt and lain beside him, holding him close. He had died in her arms, slipping away so peacefully and silently that he might have been asleep. It was then that she had felt the first flutter of their child in her womb, and even in the depths of her grief she had taken comfort from the knowledge that the love they had shared would produce a son or daughter who would carry something of Owen into the future.

‘Well now, what’s that sad face all about?’ Toby demanded, setting Georgie down on Effie’s lap. ‘You’ve not finished your breakfast, Effie. Are you all right?’

Jolted out of her reverie, Effie wrapped her arms around Georgie and received a sticky kiss on her cheek.

‘Honey,’ Toby said, chuckling. ‘The woman who does the cooking took a fancy to young Georgie and gave him some honeycomb to suck.’

Effie smiled. ‘That sounds like Betty. She was always good to me.’

‘She said she remembers you well, and you were a lovely bride. I only wish I’d been here to drink your health, or maybe I don’t. I always thought you were too good for this place and should have thrown you over my saddle when I had the chance. I should have spirited you away to live the travelling life with me.’

She shot him a sideways glance. She had always found it hard to tell whether Toby Tapper was serious or merely teasing her, and today was no exception. His flashing smile and good-looking face had no doubt charmed many a young maiden into his bed, but she had always thought of him as a friend and nothing more. She was about to make a suitable rejoinder, putting him gently but firmly in his place, when a commotion outside made everyone in the taproom stop talking.

A youth stuck his head round the door. ‘There’s a man drowning,’ he cried excitedly. ‘Fell off the barge he did. Come quick or you’ll miss the show.’

Effie was on her feet instantly. Clutching Georgie to her, she ran out of the pub.


Chapter Two

A small crowd had gathered on the canal bank and someone was thrashing about in the water. Effie could just make out Tom on the deck of the Margaret and to her horror he was leaning dangerously over the side with a boat hook in his hand. She broke into a run, pushing between the onlookers.

‘There’s a man overboard,’ one of the draymen said calmly, as if watching someone drowning was an everyday occurrence.

Georgie began to wail and Effie held him even closer, murmuring words of comfort even as she felt panic rising at the sight of Tom so perilously close to falling into the filthy water. Her heart seemed to miss a beat as she saw the top of a head break the surface, and it was even more of a shock to realise that it was Jacob who was in the water. The question as to how such an accident could happen froze on her lips as someone jumped into the cut and swam towards the drowning man. It was only when she turned her head to speak to Toby that she realised he was not there. A cheer went up from the onlookers, and it was Toby who towed Jacob towards the steps, holding his head above the water until two hefty draymen climbed down to lift the half-drowned man to safety.

Effie saw Tom collapse onto the deck, burying his face in his hands. She was torn between the desire to comfort her brother and her duty to her father-in-law.

‘Here, let me take the little ’un.’

Effie turned to see Betty, the cook from the pub, and as Georgie obviously recognised the kind person who had given him something nice to eat Effie had no compunction in handing him to her. ‘Be a good boy, Georgie. Mama won’t be long.’ Flashing a smile at Betty, Effie edged her way through the crowd to where Jacob lay on the towpath, gasping for air like a landed pike.

‘He’ll live,’ Toby said, wiping his dripping forehead on an equally wet sleeve. ‘He might spew up a bellyful of dirty water, but I don’t think he’s badly hurt.’

‘How did it happen, cully?’ A drayman kneeling beside Jacob helped him into a sitting position. ‘How did you come to fall overboard?’

Jacob coughed and brought up a copious amount of fluid. ‘He tried to kill me,’ he said, raising his hand and pointing to Tom. ‘That boy tried to murder me. Fetch a constable.’

Effie threw herself down on her knees beside him. ‘It must have been an accident, Father-in-law. Tom would never do such a thing.’

‘He pushed me, I tell you. You both want me dead, so don’t deny it.’ Jacob hunched his shoulders, glancing around at the curious faces with a calculating look in his eyes. ‘You all saw it. The boy tried to kill me. I’m a poor defenceless cripple.’

‘Hold on there, mate,’ Toby said sternly. ‘If you’re a cripple how did you move about on a deck packed with barrels? I don’t think the boy could carry a man of your size.’

A murmur ran through the crowd with much nodding of heads.

Effie took off her apron and began to dry Jacob’s face, but he snatched the cloth from her. ‘Leave me be, you wanton harlot. I’ll warrant you put the boy up to this. You want to get rid of me so that you can claim my boat and take up with your fancy man.’ He jerked his head in Toby’s direction. ‘A didicoi. That’s who she’s after.’

Toby seized him by the shoulders. ‘Why, you evil old man, I should toss you back in the cut for speaking to her like that.’

Effie rose to her feet. ‘How can you say terrible things, Father-in-law? Haven’t I looked after you well? I’ve cooked and cleaned and slaved away on your wretched boat, and never received a kind word or a penny piece for my labours.’

Jacob pointed a shaking finger at her. ‘You’re a Jezebel. I’m afraid to eat in case you put rat poison in me food.’

‘You take that back,’ Tom shouted, raising himself from the deck and leaping ashore. ‘I never tried to kill you, but I wish you’d drowned.’

‘Condemned out of his own mouth.’ Jacob’s face twisted with malice. ‘You’ll hang for this, Tom Sadler. They’ll string you up outside Newgate for all to see.’

The crowd was growing and Effie reached out to clutch Toby’s hand. ‘Do something for God’s sake, or he’ll have Tom arrested.’

Toby gave her fingers a comforting squeeze. He raised his other hand, commanding silence. ‘This man is out of his head with shock. I say we all need a drink, and I think it should be on Mr Grey in thanks for being saved from a watery grave. What do you say to that, my friends?’

Jacob’s demand that the police should be summoned had been disregarded in favour of free ale, and a cheer rang out as the crowd surged back into the pub.

Effie took Georgie from Betty with a grateful smile. ‘Thank you for looking after my boy. You were always very kind to me, even when I was in trouble with Maggie.’

‘Think nothing of it, ducks, but I’d best get back to work.’ Betty kissed Georgie on the cheek and backed away, waving to him and chuckling when he copied her.

Toby hooked his arms around both draymen’s shoulders. ‘Thanks for your help, mates. If you’d be good enough to carry the old man back on board his boat, I’ll stand you a round of drinks.’

‘You’re on, cully.’

Despite Jacob’s protests, the draymen picked him up and carried him on board the Margaret.

‘I wish the old bugger had drowned,’ Tom said bitterly. ‘He’s a fraud, Effie. The cook lady asked me to fetch his dirty plate but he was out on deck when I got there. He’d managed to get himself right up to the bows and he was leaning over the side, trying to cast off. Don’t ask me why, unless it was the pint of ale that he’d drunk making him crazy in the head. But when I tried to stop him he took a swing at me and lost his balance. I never pushed him. You got to believe me.’

‘Of course I believe you, Tom,’ Effie said, placing her arm around his shoulders and giving him a hug. ‘But if he can get about on his own the old man must have been having us on all this time.’

‘If he’s a cripple then I’m the Prince of Wales,’ Tom said with a rueful grin. ‘What are we going to do, Effie?’

‘We’ve no choice but to go on to Limehouse Basin. Mr Ellerman will be waiting for us and we’ve already stayed too long. Fetch Champion and we’ll cast off right away.’ Effie climbed on board, setting Georgie down on deck while she went to the bows to stow the mooring rope. She could hear the babble of voices and shouts of laughter emanating from the open pub door, but there was no sign of Toby. She knew she ought to thank him for saving Jacob but she was anxious to be away in case anyone had sent for a constable. Life, she thought, would have been much easier if Jacob had drowned in Limehouse Cut. She was immediately ashamed of having such wicked thoughts and a shout from Tom was a welcome distraction.

‘Ready to go, Effie.’

‘All right, Tom.’ She hurried along the deck to where Georgie was absorbed in trying to pick up a large cockroach that had found its way on board. She scooped him up in her arms and made her way to the stern, sitting him down with a warning not to move as she took the tiller.

Soundlessly, gliding over the water like a swan, the Margaret moved on towards Limehouse Basin, leaving the Prince of Wales tavern far behind. So many memories were contained within its walls, but it was only now that Effie realised how carefree she had been in those days. She had worked hard from dawn to dusk but she had not minded that, and when Owen came onto the scene her life had changed forever. If only he had lived...

Jacob’s head and shoulders appeared suddenly above the cabin roof like a malevolent jack-in-the-box. ‘You think you’re very clever, don’t you? But your plan didn’t work.’ He shook his fist at her. ‘Try something like that again and I’ll see both of you clapped in jail.’

‘You’re mad,’ Effie said, keeping her voice down so that she did not alarm Georgie. ‘You fell overboard. It was an accident.’

‘It’s my word against his, and who do you think would believe scum from the workhouse?’

‘Why are you being like this, Father-in-law? Haven’t I looked after you these past two years or more? I’ve waited on you hand and foot and worked the barge even when I was carrying Georgie.’

‘You’ve been fed and had a roof over your head, haven’t you? Well now it’s all going to change. I’ve hired a man to take your place and I don’t need you any more.’

Effie stared at him in horror as the truth began to dawn on her. ‘You planned all this, didn’t you? You wanted Tom to be arrested for attempted murder and you were going to say that I put him up to it. Why, Father-in-law? Why would you do something so wrong and so cruel?’

‘Use your head, girl. I never wanted my boy to marry you. He should have chosen a boatman’s daughter, a girl born to the job instead of a puny little thing like you. I could’ve snapped you in two like a twig when I was in me prime, but now I’m lame I have to depend on a slip of a girl and a lazy lout of a boy.’

‘You never were crippled, were you? It was all an act.’

‘Shut your face. I don’t have to explain myself to you. When we get to Limehouse Basin you and the boy are leaving my boat. Ellerman has found me replacements for the pair of you, but the child stays.’

‘What?’ Effie’s throat constricted with fear. ‘No, you can’t mean that. I won’t leave Georgie with you.’

‘You’ve no choice, girl. Young Georgie is Owen’s son and the Margaret will be his when he’s a man. He’ll carry on the tradition and you can go to hell.’ Jacob disappeared as quickly as he had come.

Effie clutched the tiller, unable to let it go for fear of running the boat into the canal bank, but with her free arm she reached down to pick up Georgie who had begun to cry, frightened by the sound of his grandfather’s raised voice. ‘There, there, darling. Mama’s here and she’s never going to leave you.’

There was no stopping until they reached Limehouse Basin and Effie’s thoughts were in a whirl. She was still getting over the shock of discovering that her father-in-law had been exaggerating his infirmity and must have planned his apparent accident down to the last detail. She needed to talk to Tom and warn him about Jacob’s plan, but he was trudging on ahead, leading Champion along the towpath. She sat Georgie on the deck beside her, keeping an eye on him while she steered the boat. His face was still sticky with honey and he was smiling up at her with such love and trust that Effie felt her heart contract. If Jacob thought he could take her son from her then he was very much mistaken. There was nothing in the world that would persuade her to abandon her precious boy to his care. Nothing.

Ellerman was waiting for them, pacing the wharf with a cheroot clenched between his teeth. As they approached, he took a silver watch from his waistcoat pocket, tapping his fingers on the case as if to underline the fact that they were late.

Before Effie had a chance to explain or to warn Tom what was afoot, Jacob limped out of the cabin and leaning heavily on his cane he managed to climb ashore without too much difficulty. Effie could see the astonished expression on Tom’s face as he unhitched the horse but she was powerless to do anything until the narrowboat was secured and the unloading began. She had to keep Georgie well away from the activity on deck and she held him in her arms, watching Jacob and Ellerman who appeared to be deep in conversation.

Moments later Ellerman and Jacob were joined by a brutish-looking man and a gaudily dressed woman with a mass of suspiciously red hair and equally unnatural scarlet lips. Effie strained her ears to hear what they were saying, but their words were lost in the general hubbub of the crowded dock basin. As soon as her path was clear, she climbed onto the wharf, holding Georgie in her arms. She saw Tom ambling towards them and she beckoned to him frantically. They must find out what devious plans Jacob had been hatching. She had not entirely believed his threats, but now she was not so certain.

Ellerman tipped his greasy top hat as she approached. ‘Mrs Grey,’ he murmured, baring his lips in an oily smile. ‘And young Georgie too. What a fine boy he is, to be sure.’

‘Mr Ellerman. Good day to you, sir.’ Effie bobbed a curtsey, shooting a sideways glance at Jacob.

‘You won’t get anywhere by making up to Ellerman,’ Jacob snarled. ‘He knows all about you and your wicked ways.’

‘How can you say such a thing?’ Effie gasped.

‘She plays the innocent so well, don’t she?’ Jacob appealed to the man and woman who stood silently at his side. ‘You’d think that butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth, but she’s a vicious harridan and her devil of a brother tried to murder me. It’s a wonder I’m here to tell the tale.’

‘Who are these people?’ Effie demanded. ‘What is going on, Father-in-law? Why are you telling all these lies?’

‘What’s going on, Effie?’ Breathless and panting from running the last hundred yards, Tom pushed past Jacob to stand at his sister’s side. ‘What has the old bugger said?’

Ellerman took the cheroot from his mouth and ground it beneath the heel of his boot. ‘I see what you mean, Jacob. You will be well rid of the pair of them.’

‘Shall us go aboard now, guv?’ The unpleasant stranger, who had been silent until now, touched his forelock with an ingratiating smile. ‘The missis would no doubt like to get settled and put the pot on for our supper.’

‘Yes, by all means, Salter,’ Jacob said, slanting a sly look at Effie. ‘I’ll look forward to eating proper food again after two years of pigswill.’

‘You take that back,’ Tom cried, fisting his hand. ‘You shan’t say things like that about my sister. Effie’s a blooming good cook and I never heard you complain when you was stuffing vittles down your ugly old throat.’

Effie laid her hand on Tom’s shoulder. ‘Don’t, Tom. It won’t do any good.’

‘That’s what I’ve had to put up with,’ Jacob said, casting his eyes up to heaven. ‘Please make yourselves at home, Mr and Mrs Salter. The bunk by the stove is mine, but you can choose where you will sleep. It’s cramped, but cosy.’

‘We’re born and bred to the canal life, guv. It was sheer misfortune what led us to lose our snug little craft. We was cheated out of it, but that’s a long story and will keep for another time.’ Salter doffed his cap to Ellerman before boarding the narrowboat.

Mrs Salter held her arms out to Georgie. ‘Let me take you, young master. Old Sal will look after you just like a mother.’

Effie clutched Georgie even tighter as she backed away from Sal’s outstretched hands. ‘Leave my son alone. He has a mother and you shan’t touch him.’

‘Come come now, Mrs Grey,’ Ellerman said, clearing his throat. ‘Don’t make a scene. You know it’s for the best. Young Georgie will be cared for by Mrs Salter as if he were her own child. She comes highly recommended and you will not be in a position to look after the young fellow.’

‘You won’t take my baby, Father-in-law,’ Effie cried. ‘I would die rather than give Georgie to your care.’

‘Shall I hit him, Effie?’ Tom demanded, dancing about on his toes like a bare-knuckle fighter.

‘Call a constable, Ellerman,’ Jacob said, curling his lip. ‘I want the young hooligan arrested for attempted murder and grievous bodily harm.’

‘Give us the child, missis,’ Sal urged. ‘Don’t let the boy witness such a spectacle.’

‘Get away from me,’ Effie screamed, rocking Georgie in her arms as he began to wail. ‘Leave us alone. You shan’t take my son from me.’

Jacob took a step towards her, his eyes narrowed to slits. ‘The law is on my side, I think you’ll find. I’m the head of the family and George is my grandson. Any court of law would agree that I am his legal guardian. You are just a woman and one of doubtful character to boot. There isn’t a magistrate in the land who would grant custody to you.’

Effie howled with rage as Sal attempted to snatch Georgie from her arms and she backed away, looking desperately for a means of escape.

Ellerman laid his hand on Jacob’s shoulder. ‘We don’t want a scene, Jacob. It’s bad for business, particularly with a young child involved.’ He glanced anxiously over his shoulder at the dockers and carters who had stopped work and were advancing on them with grim-faced determination.

‘Very well,’ Jacob snapped. ‘Effie can come back on board and look after the baby, but the boy will never set foot on my boat again.’

Effie stared at her father-in-law aghast as his words sank into her confused brain. ‘What do you mean? You can’t turn Tom away. He’s just a boy.’

‘He was old enough to try to kill me. I’m being more than generous in giving him a second chance.’ With a swift movement, Jacob caught Tom a hefty clout round the ear that sent him tumbling to the ground. ‘Get out of my sight this instant or I’ll send for a constable and have you arrested. Show your face on my boat and the same is true.’

Tom scrambled to his feet, holding his hand to his ear. His brown eyes swam with tears and his bottom lip trembled. ‘Effie? What shall I do?’

Effie threw her free arm around him and they clung together. Her tears mingled with his and Georgie sobbed inconsolably against her shoulder. ‘Best do as he says,’ she whispered in Tom’s good ear. ‘Go to the tavern and see if you can find Toby. He’ll look after you until I can think of a way out of this mess.’

‘But, Effie, you can’t live on board with those people,’ Tom said, hiccuping on a sob. ‘Come with me, please.’

She shook her head. ‘I can’t leave Georgie, you must understand that. We’ve no money and no one is going to take all of us in. I’ll find a way, Tom. I swear on our mother’s grave that it won’t be too long before we’re together again.’

‘I’m counting to twenty,’ Jacob said as if he were enjoying every moment of their agony. ‘One, two...’

Tom pulled away from Effie’s embrace, drawing himself up to his full height. ‘I ain’t afraid of you, old man. You couldn’t count to twenty if your breeches was on fire.’ He kissed Effie on the cheek and gave Georgie a tender hug. ‘Look after your ma, young ’un. I’ll see you again soon.’

Effie watched her brother walk away with a rebellious shrug of his shoulders and a defiant swagger. She could only guess at what effort this show of bravado must be costing him and her heart swelled with pride. ‘Don’t worry, Tom,’ she called after him. ‘We’ll be together again before you know it.’

‘You’ll never see him again,’ Jacob said, smirking. ‘You will stay with me and look after my grandson until I think he is able to do without you. If you make any attempt to take the boy from me I’ll set the police on your brother and I’ll see that he hangs. Do you understand me, Effie Grey?’

Effie blinked away her tears, meeting Jacob’s derisive grin with a toss of her head. ‘Think of your son, Father-in-law. What would Owen say if he could see the way you are treating me?’

Jacob raised his hand as if to slap Effie’s face, but this time Ellerman intervened, catching Jacob by the wrist. ‘Hold hard there, Jacob. I wouldn’t advise you to strike a woman holding a child.’ He jerked his head in the direction of their audience of tough-looking men. ‘They might be brutes but we don’t want to antagonise them any further. I think you had better take your family problems elsewhere. The gin distillers wouldn’t take kindly to a public scandal, if you get my meaning. If you wish to continue doing business with us, then you’d better take heed, my good fellow.’

Jacob allowed his arm to fall to his side. ‘You’re right, Ellerman, and she isn’t worth the trouble. Get on board, woman, and make yourself useful, but take this as a warning – one word out of you and Salter will toss you in the river.’

Unable to control the tears that coursed down her cheeks, Effie climbed on board the Margaret. Georgie was sobbing quietly against her shoulder and his small fingers clutched strands of her hair as she stood on deck, staring after Tom until he disappeared into the distance. She felt a sharp pain in her chest as though her heart had cracked and broken. Tom might be thirteen, but the harsh upbringing in the workhouse had stunted his growth and he was small for his age. She felt that she had failed him and now he was all alone in a world where everyday survival was a struggle for the poor. She could only hope that he would find Toby. Effie knew little of the Romany way of life other than the tales that Toby had told her when he used to frequent the Prince of Wales tavern, but she had learned that they looked after their own and were good to their young. She prayed silently that Toby would treat Tom like a brother.

‘Go below, missis,’ Salter said gruffly. ‘Behave yourself and no harm will come to you or the boy. Cross me and you’ll be sorry.’

Reluctantly, Effie did as he said. She entered the cabin to find Sal Salter sitting with her feet up. She had a clay pipe clenched in her teeth and puffs of smoke issued from her lips, curling up to the planked ceiling to merge with the steam from the kettle. ‘Put the kid down and make us a pot of tea,’ Sal said without removing the pipe from her mouth. ‘And while you’re at it you can make us something to eat. I’m bloody starving and me old man turns nasty if he don’t get fed. There’s a fresh loaf, cheese and a pound of butter in me basket. Jacob told me that you spent his money on yourself and half starved the poor old sod.’

‘That’s a wicked lie,’ Effie said angrily. ‘And I’m not your servant. I thought you were supposed to be the cook.’

‘Well you thought wrong, ducks. I ain’t going to lift a finger. You’ll do the work and I’ll watch.’

‘You won’t get away with this. Mr Grey won’t pay you to sit around doing nothing.’

‘I’m here to look after the boy, and I know how to handle men like Jacob.’

‘You’ll leave my son alone,’ Effie hissed, snatching up a meat cleaver. ‘I’ll cook and I’ll clean if I must, but you lay a finger on Georgie and you’ll have me to deal with.’

Sal threw back her head and laughed, exposing a single tooth and an expanse of bare gums. ‘We’ll soon knock the spirit out of you, missis. Now get on with making that tea, and I have a fancy for bread and cheese with a couple of pickled onions.’

With Georgie clinging to her skirts, Effie made the tea, cut and buttered bread and sliced cheese, all of which Sal demolished in the blink of an eye and demanded more. Effie waited grimly for Jacob to return to the cabin, expecting him to erupt with rage when he saw Sal Salter sitting in his place, stuffing his food into her greedy mouth. But when he did put in an appearance he seemed to find Sal’s antics more amusing than annoying and he slumped down on the seat beside her, placing his hand on her thigh with a throaty chuckle.

‘I think we’re going to get along passably well, Sal, me old duck.’

Sal fluttered her sandy eyelashes. ‘No doubt about it, me old cock.’ She took the pipe from her mouth and offered it to him. ‘Want a puff, love?’

Effie could hardly believe her eyes when Jacob took the pipe and sucked hard on the clay stem. ‘Good baccy, Sal. My old woman wouldn’t let me smoke in the cabin.’

Sal nudged him in the ribs, chuckling. ‘Well she ain’t here to spoil our fun, guvner, so we can do what we likes.’

Jacob glared at Effie as he relinquished the pipe. ‘What are you staring at, girl? Get out on deck and take the tiller. Salter has gone to fetch the old nag and we need to be on our way.’

Effie had to resist the temptation to fling the teapot at him, but somehow she held on to her temper. ‘Is that how it’s going to be then, Father-in-law? Are you going to let her do as she pleases while I do the work?’

‘She ain’t so stupid as she looks,’ Sal wheezed, squinting at Effie through a pall of tobacco smoke.

‘You chose to stay,’ Jacob said with a humourless smile. ‘But you’ll abide by my rules. You’ll eat and sleep on deck and you’ll do everything that the Salters ask of you. And don’t think you can slip away in the dead of night because if you do I’ll have the law on you and that worthless brother of yours. The boy sleeps in here with us. Do you understand?’

Effie understood only too well, but that night it transpired that Georgie had other ideas and a will of his own. His howls brought Effie running to the cabin where she found Sal shaking him like a terrier with a rat while Jacob and Salter looked on.

‘The boy’s possessed!’ Sal screeched. ‘He’s the devil incarnate.’ She raised her hand as if to strike Georgie but Effie lunged at her, giving her a shove that sent Sal sprawling onto the floor.

‘Why you little bitch,’ Sal roared, scrambling to her feet and rolling up her sleeves. ‘If you want to play it rough then you’ve picked the wrong woman.’

Salter took the pipe from his mouth and used it to poke his wife in the ribs. ‘Stow it, Sal. Let her take the little bugger if she thinks she can stop him making that row. It’s giving me earache.’

Jacob nodded his head, grinning stupidly, and it was only then that Effie realised that her father-in-law was drunk. He picked up a tankard and took a swig, wiping his mouth on his sleeve. ‘He’s got good lungs, I’ll give him that.’

Sal hesitated, glaring at Georgie who had gone into a full tantrum and was lying on his back flailing his arms and legs and screaming. ‘He needs a good slap,’ she muttered. ‘Spoilt little brat.’

Effie snatched her child up in her arms. ‘Leave him alone,’ she screamed as a bubble of hysteria rose in her throat. ‘Touch him again and I’ll kill you.’

‘You’re no better than me, you stuck up cow,’ Sal snapped, pushing her face close to Effie’s. ‘I can’t stand his noise. Take him outside and let’s see what a night in the pouring rain does for you and your high and mighty ways.’ She turned her back on Effie and lurched over to sit between her husband and Jacob.

Effie needed no second bidding and she stumbled from the cabin, clutching Georgie to her breast, only to discover that Sal had been right about one thing – the misty drizzle had turned into a downpour. She was soaked before she reached the bows where she had rigged up a tarpaulin to give her a little shelter during the night. She could only be thankful that it was May and not December as she settled down on the blanket that Jacob had grudgingly given her, wrapping Georgie in her shawl and cradling him in her arms until he fell asleep, sucking his thumb. The rain drummed a tattoo on the tarpaulin above their heads and it was a long time before Effie’s clothes dried out and the warmth returned to her body, but at least she had her son safely cuddled up to her and eventually she drifted off into a fitful sleep.

Next morning she awakened to find the sun shining from a clear sky and steam rising from the wet decking. Georgie’s small body was curled up in her lap, and as she moved he stirred and opened his eyes. A smile of recognition lit his face and Effie felt her heart constrict with love for him. He was so small and precious and she would do anything in her power to protect him.

A shadow loomed over them and a large hand reached down to pull back the tarpaulin. ‘Get up, you lazy slut.’ Salter leaned over them, his face dark with stubble and his breath stinking of onions and stale beer. ‘I ain’t starting the day on an empty belly so you’d best get into the cabin and make us some food.’

Effie did not dignify this order with an answer. There was much she could have said but there seemed little point in attempting to converse with an animal like Salter. He strode off along the deck and was about to climb onto the towpath when he turned his head to glare at her. ‘Get a move on, girl. We’ve got these empty barrels to return to the distillery afore noon. You’ll find things a bit different now that I’m running the show.’ He leapt ashore, leaving Effie staring after him as he made his way to where Champion had been tethered for the night.

She knew now exactly what her life was going to be like on board the Margaret, and it was not an exciting prospect. She reached down to hold Georgie’s hand as he tugged at her skirts to attract her attention. She had no idea how she would achieve it, but she was determined to make her escape at the first possible opportunity. But she would need money and getting her hands on some of her father-in-law’s hoard of cash was not going to be easy. She knew exactly where Jacob hid his money, and that was in a leather pouch concealed beneath the planking that formed his seat during the day and his bunk at night. The main problem was that he so seldom left the cabin, and now she had the added complication of Sal Salter having taken up residence.

Effie made her way to the cabin and opened the door. The stench of sweaty bodies, stale ale and tobacco smoke hit her forcibly, making her feel physically sick. Jacob lay on his bunk, his jaw slack and loud snores shaking his whole body. Sal had awakened and was sitting with her skirts pulled up over her knees as she scratched her bare bottom. She squinted at Effie with bloodshot eyes. ‘You took your time. Stoke the fire and put the kettle on. When you’ve seen to our food you can go ashore and fetch kindling. There’s no milk left so you’ll have to get some, but then you must know where the farms are around here.’

Effie nodded her head in response as she bent down to riddle the ashes in the stove. At least there were still glowing embers and it would not take long to get the fire going.

Sal pulled a purse from the top of her stays and took out a coin, tossing it to Effie. ‘Salter likes a rasher or two of bacon for breakfast and a couple of fried eggs, so best get some while you’re about it. I dunno what you’ve been living on but there’s not enough vittles in the cupboard to feed a mouse. My man likes his food, so bear that in mind.’ She rose to her feet and stretched; a move that seemed to terrify Georgie who buried his head in his mother’s skirts. ‘What’s the matter with him?’ Sal demanded crossly. ‘I think that kid’s a bit simple.’

Effie drew the poker from the fire and turned to point it at Sal. ‘You leave my son alone, Sal Salter. I’ve never hurt a soul in my life, but I swear if you lay hands on my boy once again, you’ll be very, very sorry.’




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

A Mother's Wish

Dilly Court






OEBPS/image/logo.jpg
A

arrow books





