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The story of Josephine Cox is as extraordinary as anything in her novels. Born in a cotton-mill house in Blackburn, she was one often children. Her parents, she says, brought out the worst in each other, and life was full of tragedy and hardship – but not without love and laughter. At the age of sixteen, Josephine met and married ‘a caring and wonderful man’, and had two sons. When the boys started school, she decided to go to college and eventually gained a place at Cambridge University, though was unable to take this up as it would have meant living away from home. However, she did go into teaching, while at the same time helping to renovate the derelict council house that was their home, coping with the problems caused by her mother’s unhappy home life – and writing her first full-length novel. Not surprisingly, she then won the ‘Superwoman of Great Britain’ Award, for which her family had secretly entered her, and this coincided with the acceptance of her novel for publication.

Josephine gave up teaching in order to write full time. She says ‘I love writing, both recreating scenes and characters from my past, together with new storylines which mingle naturally with the old. I could never imagine a single day without writing, and it’s been that way since as far back as I can remember.’
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Like all mothers everywhere, I have children who instil in me constant feelings of inadequacy, frustration, and helplessness – not to mention anger and utter despair at times!

But overriding all of these are the rewarding emotions such as joy, gratitude and shameless, bursting pride in their every achievement.

I thank God for giving my husband Ken and me two wonderful sons, Spencer and Wayne, who I pray will always face with strength and courage whatever obstacles life may put in their way.

 

This book is also for Elsie May, who befriended and loved me when I lost my own dear mother. Goodbye, Elsie. We’ll never forget you, sweetheart.




Foreword

My apologies to those historians who are familiar with convict transportation to Australia in the 1880s. Although I am aware that most of those transported to Western Australia were male, for the purpose of this story I have introduced female convicts, bearing in mind that countless numbers of women were made to suffer the same fate as their male counterparts when being transported to other coasts during earlier days.

Many of these wretches had committed crimes no more offensive than being hungry and ragged. There were many who were branded ruffian and murderers although they were innocent. But in the hearts of each and every one, there was always hope. There must always be hope.

Such hope, and the memories of those who had loved or betrayed her, kept alive Emma’s belief that the day must come when she would seek out those who had loved her, and she would come face to face once again with her betrayers.




Part One

1860 

Bad Blood

‘ – These wretches, who ne’re lived, went on in nakedness, and sorely stung by wasps and hornets, which bedew’d their cheeks with blood, that, mixed with tears, dropp’d to their feet . . .’

(Vision of) HELL, Dante




Chapter One

‘Emma Grady, you’re on the road to damnation! You have it in you to become a woman of the streets. A harlot! And as God is my judge, I will not have such a low creature under my roof!’ Here the woman paused and a man’s voice intervened, addressing the bowed head of the girl in low and trembling tones.

‘Your good aunt sees in you what I have always feared and you will do well to heed her words. I believe the day must surely come when you sink beneath the evil bred in you – unless, by God’s hand, you mend your ways. If you do not, you will be banished from this house! Disowned! Struck from our lives as though you never existed!’ Caleb Crowther was a man of enormous physique – tall, with large ungainly bones. His movements were slow and methodical and his tone of voice – honed by his duties in the Law Courts – was deliberate and authoritative.

That same unenviable office yielded Caleb Crowther considerable status both within the sizeable community of Blackburn and throughout Lancashire, in whose courtrooms he regularly presided over the trials and tribulations of hapless law-breakers. There was many a petty thief or villain who had been unfortunate enough to have Caleb  Crowther scowl down upon them. One condemning look from those piercing blue eyes was enough to render strong men weak. His features were altogether fearsome, close-together blue eyes above wide high cheekbones, a broad pale expanse of forehead, and a dark tangled mass of beard and whiskers. He could shrink the spirit of a man, but he could not diminish that of Emma Grady, his niece and ward, and such knowledge only served to infuriate him. As he drew himself up to continue his onslaught, a more gentle voice spoke out.

‘Please Caleb, don’t be too harsh on the child.’ This feeble-looking man had risen from his sick-bed and struggled down to the drawing-room where he now defended Emma – this beloved girl who had been raised wrongly believing herself to be his daughter. The truth of her parentage would go with him to the grave – leaving only one other holding the grim shameful secret. ‘She’s young,’ he continued, leaning against the door-jamb for support, ‘the lass is only fifteen, and can’t help her high spirits.’

‘Fifteen or fifty, the devil takes no mind!’ thundered Caleb Crowther as he turned to glare at the intruder. Then, upon a sly warning glance from his wife Agnes, he tempered his tone with a little gentleness as he further addressed the other man. ‘Thadius, I know how great your affection is for your only child. But, think man! Think to the child’s mother, passed on these many years. Have you forgotten the anguish she caused you? Don’t you see her bad blood rising in this daughter of hers?’ Seeing the other man momentarily falter beneath his cruel words, he stepped forward gesturing for his wife to do the same. When, instinctively, Emma also ventured to assist her papa, Caleb Crowther lifted his hand, and in a forbidding voice told her,  ‘Stay where you are!’ Then, returning his attention to Thadius Grady, he said, ‘Agnes will see you safely back to your room.’

The tall dark-haired woman allowed her fragile brother to lean his weight against her arm. Without reassurance or word of comfort, she led him out of the drawing-room and into the spacious wood-panelled hallway. On painful steps, he went with her reluctantly. Their destination was a large room at the rear of the great house, a room from which, even though it was flooded with sunshine on a summer’s day such as this, Thadius Grady would never again emerge a fit and healthy man. The lung disease which had struck him down was relentlessly draining away his life.

In the distance, he could still hear the condemning voice of his brother-in-law, Caleb Crowther, and his heart went out to that dear affectionate girl, made to suffer such a biting tongue. It grieved him that he could do nothing to ease her burden. It grieved him deeper still knowing that it was his own misguided weakness and blind trust that had placed both Emma and himself at the mercy of these two pompous devils.

For a long time after her darling papa had gone, Emma stood before her uncle, his torrent of accusations crushing her ears, but never bruising her heart; for she believed, most fervently, that of the two of them, he was the sinner. His wickedness was inherent in his dark thoughts, in that relentless voice which spewed them out, and in the way he brought his narrow penetrating eyes to bear on her. She wondered if, in the whole of his being, there had ever been one kind or loving thought, one gentle inclination or a breath of compassion for those less fortunate than himself. She believed not. Yet, Emma pitied him, for she had never  seen his serious eyes light up with joy; never heard his laughter – only his condemnation that laughter was frivolous and a sure example of a worthless character; she had never seen him raise his face indulgently to the sun or pause for a moment to enjoy a blossom-scented breeze against his skin; not once had she witnessed his fingers reaching out to touch another person in genuine love or friendship. To her, all of these things were heaven-sent and because she treasured them – because it lifted her own spirits to laugh, to sing and to join hands with another of her own age while they ran freely beneath God’s blue sky – she was condemned to stand before him like a sinner, while he poured scorn and damnation down on her head. But he would not make her feel like a sinner. Never! For, she was not, and, even if only her darling papa and her own heart believed that innocence, it was enough.

‘You are a disgrace! Your brazen behaviour brings shame to this family, and I will not have it! Do you hear me, Emma Grady? I will not have it!’ As he continued to glower at her, Emma felt the temptation to protest that she had not meant any harm nor seen any shame in her actions. But it would have been to no avail, for her uncle was not a man to listen nor was he a man who forgave easily. She would be punished, she was sure, just as she had been time and time again just for being young, for daring to laugh out loud and for being so shameful as to talk to those who had the misfortune of being ‘born beneath’ her. And the crime was all the more wretched if that unfortunate happened to be a boy, for then she was branded a hussy of the worst order!

‘Out of my sight!’ came the instruction now. ‘Go to your room at once. Your aunt and I must consider this latest incident  and see what must be done!’ That said, he turned from her holding his back stiff and straight. With the slightest curtsy, Emma took her leave from the room, thinking that he must have read her mind when his voice sailed after her, ‘You will not call in on your papa. Go straight to your room . . . at once!’ She might well have disobeyed him and stolen into her papa’s room for a forbidden kiss, but, as she hurried down the hall, with her gaze anxiously intent on the narrow corridor, which led to her papa’s room, the tall upright figure of Agnes emerged, her boots kicking out the hem of her long taffeta skirt and creating an impressive echo as they tapped the ceramic floor tiles. At once, she swept towards Emma, coming to a halt only when they were face to face.

‘You’re a great heartache to your papa,’ accused the older woman, her hand resting elegantly against her skirt for a moment and her dark eyes riveted to the strong youthful features. ‘You’ll be the death of him yet – mark my words!’ If she expected the girl before her to flinch and cower in the wake of such vicious taunts, Agnes Crowther was disappointed. For when Emma brought her gaze to rest on that overbearing countenance, it was not fear or guilt that was reflected in her warm animated eyes, but strength – the kind of challenging strength which only served to infuriate those who tried to belittle her. She looked a moment longer at that stiff and forbidding figure, at the staunch manly face and the dark hair coiled like a snake above each ear. She noted the two most impressive characteristics of her papa’s sour-faced sister: the manner in which she held her head back, as though something distasteful had just presented itself to her, causing her to look down her nose in a most uncomfortable fashion; and her peculiar habit of  joining her hands together and pressing them close to her breast as if she were praying.

As Emma momentarily regarded the woman before her, Agnes simultaneously contemplated her. She actively disliked this blatantly defiant child of her own kith and kin, for the girl possessed such a rebellious spirit, was far too imaginative, too talented and too temptingly attractive and there was too much of a blossoming woman in the gentle round curves of her small winsome figure. Those exquisite oviform eyes, which always seemed to be secretly smiling, were a shade too grey, too striking and too bold, and her rich thick hair was too velvety, and abounding with deep, undisciplined waves.

Agnes Crowther found herself mentally comparing the attributes of this wayward girl to those of her own nondescript and friendless daughter, Martha. A tide of jealousy surged within her, and her tongue lashed out all the sharper to disguise her bitter feelings. ‘Unless you need to feel the sting of my cane against your knuckles, you will remove that insolent expression from your face this instant.’ She trembled to control her voice.

Painfully aware that they were not very far from her papa’s room, Emma slowly lowered her gaze. The figure before her gave a long audible shudder, followed by the curt enquiry, ‘I take it you have been ordered to your room, while your uncle and I decide on a suitable punishment?’ She waited for Emma’s nod. Upon its receipt, she issued the impatient instruction, ‘You may go. Do not leave your room until you are sent for!’ Agnes Crowther stood her ground, while her scornful eyes watched the girl move out of sight.

At the top of the staircase Emma turned left, passing  beneath the endless array of impressive portraits depicting Caleb Crowther’s ancestors. Each wore the same arrogant smile; each held a stance that spoke of self-importance; and each was encased in elaborate and magnificent golden frames of immense proportion. Emma recalled how, on the day of her arrival in this grand house some twelve long months before, there had been no portraits; only grey spaces on the wall, where they had once hung. Soon afterwards, they had reappeared – no doubt having been purchased back from the person who had secured them against a debt. But, these portraits – re-hung amid great fuss and ceremony – did not impress Emma. ‘Sour-faced and comical,’ she called them. Emma was not unaware of the circumstances under which her papa had brought her to this house for she had overheard the servants discussing it and she was of the same opinion as them – that her papa had been used. Like all of God’s creatures he had a weak and vulnerable flaw in his character – his was that he could never see the greed in others. But this just caused Emma to love him even more. She knew deep in her heart that whatever he had done – however disastrous the consequences might be – he had done it for her with the best intentions and fondest love. Before his pained and watchful eyes, she was always careful to make him believe she was happy in this awful house, when, if the truth were to be told, she was far more content out of it. She would go on pretending for as long as necessary, for Emma didn’t intend to be the cause of her papa leaving this world a sadder man.

When Agnes Crowther was satisfied that her niece was safely on her way, she resumed her steps. On entering the drawing-room she immediately crossed to the fireplace where, with a short impatient tug on the bell-pull, she  summoned a maid. Presently a small round female of about forty years appeared. She was bedecked in dark attire, save for the frilly white cap resting on top of her greying brown hair and a little collar of the same sparkling white, fastened loosely at her neck.

‘Yes, ma’am?’ spoke the homely little figure, as it bent at the knee and brought its enquiring brown eyes to bear on the lady of the house.

‘Miss Grady is confined to her room. She is to be denied all meals until dinner tomorrow evening.’ When the eyes looking upon her grew wide with surprise, Agnes Crowther took a small step forward and, with her head high and her hands folded in that familiar pose of prayer, she added in an impatient voice, ‘Do I make myself clear?’

‘Very well, ma’am.’

‘Good! . . . You may go.’ She gave an impatient wave of her hand and was obviously pleased to see the figure depart in great haste. She would not have felt so satisfied if she had witnessed the scene which took place below stairs on the housekeeper’s return. Mrs Manfred relayed the mistress’s instructions, which were at once greeted by a barrage of protest.

‘T’aint fair!’ declared Amy, the little dark-haired scullery maid who, despite Mrs Manfred’s efforts to cultivate her in knowing her place in the hierarchy of a gentleman’s house, had never acquired the instinct to keep certain opinions to herself. ‘Them two’s allus picking on poor Miss Grady.’

‘Hey!’ remonstrated Cook, a large and squashy, domineering woman, with a rolled halo of iron-grey hair and bright hazel eyes which, at this very moment, were sending warning signals to the pouting Amy. ‘You’d do better not  to wag that busy little tongue of yours, my girl. If the master should set foot in that door and catch you being disrespectful, you’d be out on the streets and begging fer yer living.’ Here, Mrs Manfred intervened.

‘Amy, isn’t it time you began preparing the vegetables for dinner? . . . Go on, child!’ she urged when the girl showed hesitation. The look on the housekeeper’s face told the young maid that she’d gone as far as was wise.

‘All right . . . I’m going!’ she declared indignantly.

When the scullery door was closed, it was Cook who spoke first, saying in bushed tones as she poured herself and Mrs Manfred a small measure of good dark port, ‘That one’s a cheeky little bugger! But the lass is right all the same. Poor Miss Grady does seem allus to be in their bad books.’ Pointing a thumb upwards and rolling her eyes towards the ceiling, she carefully lowered herself into a stout chair. Laying her chubby arms across the pine table-top, she began rolling the glass of port between her hands to warm it. ‘The Lord only knows what’ll become of Miss Grady when Mr Grady goes.’ She shook her head slowly from side to side and, lowering her voice, she leaned forward to face the housekeeper who was now seated at the opposite side of the table. ‘They’ll have a free hand ter to do as they likes then, won’t they, eh?’ By the fearful look in her bright wide eyes, and the quick manner in which she threw a great gulp of port into her mouth, it was clear that the thought horrified her.

Not being one to readily participate in gossip below stairs, the housekeeper sat quietly, taking intermittent dainty and careful sips from the port glass, all the while thoughtful, her eyes downcast and with a deeply troubled look in them. She had no liking for the master and mistress.  Indeed, if the truth were to be told, she positively disliked them. It was extremely difficult for her to regard them as her employers, for it was Mr Grady who had taken her on as housekeeper when he had resided in the smart area of Blackburn, up by Corporation Park. Five years she’d been with him and Miss Grady, five satisfying and happy years during which she had been much more than just housekeeper. She’d grown close to Miss Grady, caring for her affectionately because the child had no mother to love her – Mrs Grady having lost her life some years before in scandalous and unfortunate circumstances best forgotten. But what a sweet darling girl Miss Grady was. A little hot-headed and wayward at times, maybe, but that was all part of her charm. For all her obstinacy and exuberance she was a caring creature, gentle of spirit and warm of heart; it grieved Mrs Manfred to see how desperately unhappy the girl had become. The only light in her life was her father – and he was fading fast. Mrs Manfred wondered why it was that the good Lord had seen fit to weaken and cripple such a good man – so much so that, in appointing his sister and her husband as both executors of his affairs and wards to his only child, his judgment had been severely impaired.

‘I’ve allus said what a wrench that must have been fer you to come and bide in this house. One minute living in town, and the next, being fotched ter the countryside of outer Breckleton, at the beck and call of them two.’ Here, Cook jerked a thumb upwards again. ‘They may act proud and superior,’ she went on, ‘but I’m telling yer, Mrs Manfred, I’ve said it afore and I’ll say it again, if it hadn’t been fer Mr Grady and his money, well, them two would be no more than beggars! Y’remember the state o’ this place when yer all arrived? I were the only one left ter mek the best of an  impossible job. All the silver gone. Money owed everywhere. Y’know, m’dear, fer all ye’ve been here over a year now, there’s still things I could tell yer. Things ter shame the pair of ’em!’

‘Excuse me. I must go.’ Mrs Manfred had no wish to hear yet again how Caleb Crowther was a womanizer and a gambler who had squandered the fortune his father had left him – a fortune built up in the City through sound business sense, for it was not his rector’s pittance that had lined Crowther senior’s pockets. Nor did she care for another long and detailed account of how Agnes Crowther was a woman of disgracefully extravagant tastes, having a most unhealthy appetite for expensive jewellery and fine parties. She had heard it all before – and it had sickened her.

Thadius Grady had worked ceaselessly to build up his holdings in the cotton mills hereabouts – an ailing heritage he’d received from his father but one which now, thanks to his persistent efforts, was a thriving industry. How unfortunate that the two mills were to be entrusted to the Crowthers.

There was one other viper in this nest, and that was Martha Crowther. She was the same age as Miss Grady, but as different in character from her as chalk from cheese. Mrs Manfred for one would not be sorry to see that spoilt young madam shortly depart for the grand expensive school for ladies somewhere down south. Good riddance to her, that’s what she said!

 

‘I’ve been such a fool! Such a blind, stupid fool!’ Thadius Grady looked up, his pale eyes glittering with tears. ‘I’ve betrayed her . . . done her a terrible wrong that can’t be put right. It’s too late . . . too late, don’t you see, Mrs Manfred?’  As he struggled to pull himself upright in the bed, the effort proved to be too much and, after a severe bout of coughing, he allowed Mrs Manfred to make him more comfortable. ‘I’ve let her down,’ he murmured, as though to himself, ‘I’ve let my darling daughter down!’

‘No . . . no.’ Mrs Manfred tucked the bedclothes about him for, despite this being a warm summer’s day, she could see him visibly shivering. ‘You did what you thought was best for the child. You always have.’

‘But I’ve turned it all over to them, don’t you see? There was no one else and Mrs Crowther is my sister after all. Half the inheritance would have been hers anyway if only she hadn’t angered Father with her choice of husband.’ His voice grew quieter, and he continued in a more intimate tone, as though he was afraid they might be overheard, ‘There were other reasons also why I entrusted my daughter to Caleb Crowther . . . and to his wife.’ His voice strengthened, as he pleaded, ‘Oh, Mrs Manfred, if only they would show more understanding towards her, more tolerance. Will she be all right when I’m gone? Oh, I fear so!’

Mrs Manfred smiled encouragingly, ‘Don’t you fret now, Mr Grady,’ she told him in a firm voice, ‘Your daughter is of strong character and well you know it. She’ll be fine . . . just fine.’ But however much she wished that to be so, there was little belief of it in her heart and even less conviction in her voice.

A silence followed. Then, suddenly, Thadius Grady let out a great heart-rending sigh, followed by the murmured question, ‘What date is it?’

‘Why, it’s Sunday, August 16th.’

‘What year?’

‘Bless you, Mr Grady . . . it’s the year of our Lord 1860.’

‘Almost a year to the day we came to this house . . . you, me and Miss Grady. Oh, dear God! Would that I were strong again!’

There were tears in Mrs Manfred’s eyes as she comforted him. ‘Ssh now.’ She was tempted to say how he would be strong again, but it was Sunday and such lies would be tantamount to blasphemy. Instead, she went to a drawer in the dark elaborately-carved sideboard, and took from it a bottle of medicine and a spoon. Returning to the big brass bed, she poured a measure of the brown liquid into the spoon, stood the bottle on the small circular table by the bed, and then eased one hand beneath Thadius Grady’s thin bony neck, while with the other, she touched the spoon against the blueness of his lips. ‘Come on now,’ she coaxed him, ‘sip it down.’ That done, she crossed to the long casement window where she gently pulled the heavy tapestry curtains part-way together to shut out the bright sunlight. She took a final glance at the now-sleeping figure, before, on tiptoe, she left the room.

A few moments later, Mrs Manfred hurried along the dark corridor which led from Thadius Grady’s room, and into the brighter hall. From there she climbed the broad impressive staircase, hurriedly, before peering eyes might see her and sharp tongues find questions to put to her.

Meanwhile, Emma gazed out of the window, her trim figure leaning against the window-frame, her small fingers playing with the curtain-tassle and with a pitifully forlorn expression on her face. Her thoughts wandered: first they were downstairs with her papa, then they were back at their old home in Blackburn town where, from the window of  her bedroom she could see the rolling splendour of Corporation Park. How could she ever forget that wonderful day in October 1857, less than three years ago. It was her thirteenth birthday – the very same day on which Corporation Park was opened. What memories! The mayor and other dignitaries dressed up in the regalia of office and thousands of people from all over the borough assembled to see the park opened. After the opening ceremony, they all surged through the arcuated gateways, some of the women wearing clogs and shawls, others dressed in finer fashion and the men sporting an assortment of flat cloth caps and tall black hats. Oh, the excitement of it all!

Emma missed the old house, and her nostalgia was heightened by the fact that, in those early days, her papa had been well – always laughing and ready to play games with her, always enterprising at his work and filled with enthusiasm.

Making a weary little sigh, Emma leaned forward into the window, her attention drawn by the sight of a threshing machine in a nearby field. For a moment she was enthralled by it, her eager gaze following its trail of steam as it got underway. Such things had always held a fascination for Emma, and it was that same curiosity which had caused all the terrible fuss today – innocent though the little adventure had started out.

Now her thoughts came back to her papa and a wave of guilt swept over her. ‘Oh, Papa!’ she murmured, a tremble in her voice, ‘I’m sorry.’

So engrossed in her thoughts was she that, when Mrs Manfred’s voice murmured in her ear, ‘Will you never learn, Miss Grady!’ she gave a start, before realizing who it was, and threw herself into the little woman’s arms.

‘Did you see him, Manny?’ she asked, addressing the woman by a familiar nickname. ‘It was my fault that he got up from his bed. Oh, Manny, he looks so desperately ill – and I can’t go to him! They won’t let me go to him!’ She was crying bitterly now, more from anger than from sorrow.

‘I know, child . . . I know.’ Mrs Manfred took Emma towards the settle, where she gently eased her away, to hold her at arm’s length. ‘Oh. child . . . child! What are we going to do with you? What on earth possessed you to go wandering away over the meadows? And then, to hob-nob with the river-people?’ She raised her eyebrows sharply and shook her head from side to side as she chastised in a lower voice, ‘You know how your Uncle Caleb – yes, and your papa – dislike those people!’ She did not explain how Thadius Grady’s animosity towards the river-folk had come about, how it had been common talk for some fifteen years back when Emma had been no more than a wee bairn in arms. She hoped Emma would never learn how her mama had taken one of the river-men for a lover, and how the cruel gossip had labelled Mrs Grady a ‘loose and shameless woman’ who thought so little of her husband and tiny daughter that she could blatantly ‘flaunt herself at other men.’ It was during one of her illicit visits to her lover’s arms that there had been a terrible event which had had such tragic and far-reaching consequences.

‘But why does he dislike the river-people so much, Manny? Why?’

‘It isn’t for you, nor me, to ask the reason, my girl. All you need to do is to respect his wishes. It’s a good thing for you, my girl, that he thought fit to see this morning’s escapade as an impulsive prank!’ Mrs Manfred’s tone of  voice betrayed her absolute disapproval of Emma’s behaviour.

‘Oh, Manny, are you so shocked? Are you so ashamed of me?’ Emma asked. What she had done must have been dreadful or Manny wouldn’t have chided her like that. She had no business even talking to the river-people knowing how her papa felt towards them. Emma’s heart shrank within her. Why was she always so disobedient?

‘I have to say I am shocked, Miss Grady, though, after knowing you this long while, perhaps I shouldn’t be. Oh, but to be found with a young bargee, boldly laughing together on the banks of the canal! You, with your bare legs dangling in the water and he stripped naked to the waist!’ Mrs Manfred’s expression reflected the utmost despair. ‘But worse! Oh, my dear, much, much worse . . . today is the Sabbath! And you straight from church!’

Emma fully realized that it was a bad thing she had done, but, at the time, she hadn’t seen it like that at all. After the stuffy confines of the church, the sun had struck warm against her face, the breeze had moved the fields of grass so that they looked like a rippling sea of green, and, drawn further and further into nature’s splendid beauty, she’d wandered away from the familiar footpath, towards the cool flowing canal, where the colourful barges bobbed about on the water and the sound of laughter emanated from every one. Laughter of the kind she had not heard in such a long while; laughter which infected and brightened her heart with rare happiness; laughter which reminded her of a different world than the one which now held her securely bound and caged. In that special moment, she had felt unfettered; and when she had seen that dark head skimming the surface of the water, something deep within her had cried out to be  free also. ‘I did it without thinking, Manny,’ she said now, although she had given no such explanation to her uncle. She had felt too much anger at how he had embedded his walking-stick in the young bargee’s back again and again until the flesh split open and the blood covered his shoulders like a mantle. Emma was convinced that if the men from the barges hadn’t heard her screaming and dashed out to pull the young man safely away, Caleb Crowther would have beaten every last breath from his body. The enraged barge-men might have done the very same to Caleb Crowther had it not been for the intervention of the men from the village, together with Caleb Crowther’s threat to bring the authorities down on every man-jack of the river-people.

‘Have you no idea of the trouble you caused, child? Frightening ordinary god-fearing villagers who answered the alarm that you were missing! You said nothing, child! . . . You told no-one of your intention to wander away from the path between the church and home!’ Mrs Manfred’s voice was unusually harsh, but, on seeing Emma’s eyes brim with tears and her auburn head fall in despair, she wrapped her two arms around the girl’s shoulders and drew her into a loving embrace. ‘You’re only a child,’ she murmured. ‘I know you meant no harm and thank the Lord you came to none!’ Then, she gave Emma a little shake, saying, ‘But soon, you won’t be a child. You’ll be a woman . . . in a few months, when you’re sixteen. When your papa’s taken from us, you’ll find the need to be more disciplined of yourself, for, there’ll be no allowances made. Not any more!’ She eased Emma away from her and, still gripping the girl by the shoulders, she levelled an anxious gaze at those sorely troubled eyes. ‘Miss Grady . . . do you understand what I’m  saying?’ she demanded in a serious voice.

‘Yes, Manny,’ Emma murmured, ‘Please don’t worry about me. When it’s time . . . when papa has to leave me at last, I will be strong! I promise I will, for his sake. And I really will try so very hard not to give them cause to punish me.’ She gave a sideways glance towards the door and, as she did so, she was startled to see the grim face of her aunt. The little cry that escaped Emma’s throat alerted Mrs Manfred, who swiftly rose to her feet and took a step forward.

‘Oh, Madam! I was just explaining to Miss Grady that she is forbidden all meals until tomorrow evening!’ Her voice was somewhat shaky, and beneath Agnes Crowther’s dark accusing eyes Mrs Manfred’s homely features were suffused in a dark pink flush. ‘Excuse me, Ma’am,’ she added, ‘I will be about my business, if I may.’ She hesitated to move, although she was now eager to be gone since she felt most uncomfortable in Agnes Crowther’s company.

‘Pray do that, Mrs Manfred . . . without delay!’ Agnes Crowther stood for a moment longer, barring the doorway, with her head held high and tilted back and her hands clasped tight at her breast in that familiar and peculiar posture. Then, she stepped aside and waved Mrs Manfred out of the room, saying in a sour voice, ‘Be careful not to abuse your position in this household. One master’s choice is not necessarily another’s!’

The threat was veiled, but to Emma, who was now on her feet and waiting to be addressed, there was no mistaking its meaning. Manny had come to this house with her and her papa when his health had deteriorated so much that he had felt obliged to accept his sister’s seemingly generous offer that he be cared for at Breckleton House. Later,  when all legal documents were signed and sealed – transferring all holdings and business interests into the trusteeship of Agnes and Caleb, and affording them a just remuneration for their troubles – a number of conditions were incorporated. One of these was that, on Thadius Grady’s demise, his daughter was to be brought up a Christian and afforded every opportunity to be made aware ‘in matters of business’. On the occasion of her marriage – or on her twenty-first birthday, whichever came first – Emma was to receive the sum of six thousand pounds. When she reached the age of twenty-five, all remaining assets would be released to her. These presently amounted to the two working mills and the handsome sum of five thousand pounds, which represented working capital together with a sum acquired from the sale of the house in Blackburn. This figure would have been considerably more, but excess cash was rarely accumulated in the course of maintaining the mills – the on-going costs and immediate necessities of production saw to that. It was on heeding his doctor’s warning to ‘make final preparations’, that Thadius Grady had adopted a much more careful and frugal approach to expenditure, his uppermost intention being to leave his beloved Emma duly cared for.

To this end, he had made a further stipulation that Mrs Manfred be retained by his sister Agnes as housekeeper at Breckleton House. Agnes Crowther had made no objection, being well aware of both her own and her daughter’s shortcomings in this area. Furthermore, she had a high regard for Mrs Manfred’s talents as a housekeeper – even though she took a very dim view of ‘the woman’s high-handed attitude to her betters!’

Emma’s papa had given over to his sister and her husband  absolute authority, and guardianship, with regards to all matters – including that of Emma’s upbringing. It was as bearer of such responsibility that Agnes Crowther now addressed the watchful Emma.

‘Your uncle and I have discussed the matter of your future and have come to a decision.’ Her features moved although it was hard to distinguish whether the movement represented sneer or smile, as she half turned towards the door. ‘Your papa will be spared the details, at least until he has recovered from the consequences of your sinful behaviour this day.’ That said, she brought down one of her hands to pluck at her skirt, looked down on Emma along the length of her nose and, with a small hissing noise emanating through her small straight teeth, she swung around and departed, leaving the door wide open.

Emma closed the door and returned to her place at the window, where she scanned the surrounding fields reminiscently. It was impossible to see the canal from here because it wound away behind the spinney, and from there it veered out of sight altogether. But, in her mind, she could still see the handsome young barge-man. He was tall and deeply tanned. She hadn’t seen him swimming in the water until after she had stripped off her shoes and stockings so that she could feel the cool wet splashes against her bare legs. When he rose to climb out of the water, his naked muscles golden and glistening wet, and his shoulder-length hair, wet and shimmering blue-black like a raven’s wing, he looked like a young god. For a startling moment he had taken her breath away. But how quickly he’d made her feel at ease, with his black laughing eyes and infectious smile. He had a low gentle voice, which trembled slightly when he spoke and filled her heart with joy  when it was raised in laughter. They had laughed at simple things of beauty and wonder – the squirrel that peeped at them from the spinney and would not be persuaded to come closer; the fish skilfully swimming just below the surface of the water, now and then blowing bubbles at them; and the mallard which played hide and seek in and out of the willow branches that dipped deep into the water.

Emma thought long and hard about the young bargee, and her heart beat faster as it had done when they had sat close together on the warm grass, and a ripple of deep pleasure surged through her. She prayed he had not been too badly injured by her uncle’s vicious attack. She hoped that, one day, they might meet again. Emma recalled his name, Marlow – such an arresting name. Emma knew she would not forget it.

 

Not far from where Emma gazed out of the window at Breckleton House, the sun beat down on the waters of the canal as it lapped and splashed against the colourful barge. The other barges had long since gone to ferry their cargoes of coal and cotton up and down the Leeds and Liverpool waterways. Presently, the Tanner barge would follow in their wake. But, first of all, there was an unpleasant task to be done.

Inside the cosy living-area of the moored barge, Marlow Tanner winced as the raw salt was rubbed into the open gashes across his back. In his dark eyes there was pain – but it was not simply pain of a physical kind, for the life of a bargee was hard and demanding and a man was used to the pain inflicted on his body. No, Marlow Tanner’s pain emanated from his heart. It came from the all-too-brief memory of a young girl with laughing eyes and  sun-burnished hair, a girl whose alluring smile had touched something deep within him; a girl who would never be for the likes of him, for she was of a gentler, more privileged stock. His instincts warned him that this girl, whom he knew to be called Emma, would only bring a heap of trouble down on his head; but he could not deny the murmurings of his heart which told him of his love for her. When the cane was brought down on his back, again and again, it was not the impact of it tearing into his bare flesh that hurt him most, but rather the helpless, compassionate look in her tearful eyes. Now, not for the first time since meeting her, Marlow wondered whether he would ever see this exquisite young girl again.

‘Still dreamin’ o’ the lass, are ye?’ Sally Tanner was barely past thirty, but, with her thin, wispy fair hair, coarse sun-weathered skin and long-lasting friendship with the beer-jug, she looked some ten years older. Her violet eyes twinkled merrily as she threw back her head, opened her cavernous, almost toothless mouth and gave out a raucous belly-laugh. ‘Bugger me if I ain’t never seen a lad o’ sixteen look so cow-eyed an’ smitten!’ she roared, leaning forward once again to slap more salt into the wounds.

‘Seventeen . . . the week after next!’ her brother indignantly reminded her. Then he fell into a deep and thoughtful mood. Sal was right. He was smitten! It had never been this way with other lasses, for they had not touched him so deep inside; they had never lasted in his heart for more than the passing of a day or a week. The image of this girl, Emma, would not leave him. Nor did he want it to – whatever the consequences.
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