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For my parents. With my very deep love and gratitude for a truly wonderful childhood.


Prologue

‘Shit!’ George Walker swore vehemently, feeling the sharp stone bite into the ball of his right foot. ‘’Ang on,’ he called to Ben Corns who, hands in pockets and head down against the cold April morning, was picking his way along the narrow path that was a short cut from the drab back-to-back houses of Lea Brook to Brinson’s steel foundry. ‘Summat in me shoe.’ George hopped on one foot while rearranging the layer of cardboard he had cut and fitted to the inside of his shoes the night before, to cover holes that stretched from side to side.

‘Summat in thee shoe?’ Ben sniffed, too cold to take his hand from his jacket pocket to wipe away the drip festooning the end of his nose. ‘Well, whatever it is, it ain’t no sole. Thee wants to tek them to old Harris an’ get ’im to put a bottom on ’em.’

‘Oh, ar?’ George shoved his bare foot back into the shoe only prayer was holding together, wiggling it around, trying to slide the cardboard insole to a more comfortable position. ‘An’ what do I pay ’im with? John Harris is a good cobbler but he ain’t no saint. You can’t pay, then he don’t mend. Like I says, he don’t do nothin’ for love.’

Ben sniffed harder, his top lip curling back towards his nose in an effort to dislodge the enlarging drip.

‘So ’is missis tells my Kate. He only meks the effort on a Saturday night, an’ ’er ’as to buy ’im an extra quart of Old Best afore he can rise to that – and at best it’s over in two minutes. ’Er reckons as ’er don’t know why ’er bothers, ’er would get more pleasure from drinking the quart o’ Best ’erself!’

Their laughter rang out in the sharp cold dawn, sending a cloud of startled crows shooting into the air.

George stared after them for a moment, watching the effortless way they lifted clear of the dismal smoke-blackened buildings.

Wednesbury... He glanced behind him at the untidy strangle of decaying houses that was his end of the dirty little Midlands town. Christ, no wonder they called it the Black Country!

‘George... hey, George!’

Ben Corns’s call broke into George’s thoughts, something in the tone telling him to hurry up.

‘What’s up?’ He hobbled along, his right foot held awkwardly sideways; the cardboard was precious thin, every stone threatening to pierce it through. This damp would see it off soon enough and that meant sparks from pouring steel under feet as good as bare.

‘What’s up?’ he asked again, catching up with Ben who was staring down at the grey-black water of Millfield Pool.

Millfield Pool had once been a shaft of the Bluefly Coalmine; it had flooded following an underground explosion that had taken nine men with it, among them George’s own father. There were folk in the Brook said Millfield Pool was haunted, that the calls and cries of the trapped men could still be heard on summer nights, but that was claptrap – old women’s talk. George didn’t cotton to such daftness. Nevertheless his eyes found a way of drifting away from the slatey mouth of the dead mine.

‘Down theer. Look, George.’ Ben pointed towards a mantle of green weed that circled the pool. ‘Look theer in them weeds.’

George didn’t want to look. He didn’t believe in no tales of hauntings – bloody silly old women with nowt better to do than talk such daftness! – yet still he didn’t want to look into the waters that had swallowed his father; waters that had added a thousandfold to the misery of an already poverty-stricken existence. In his earliest years he’d had to finish school at dinnertime to spend the rest of the day, and much of the night, running and fetching for anyone who would pay a penny; then at nine years old start working dawn to the early hours, doing anything that would add a few coppers to his mother’s earnings from skivvying up at The Lodge. He could likely have earned more if he’d gone to the mine but his mother would have none of it. It had taken one, she told him, it wouldn’t have another. So it had gone on until they could manage no longer and he had taken work at Brinson’s.

‘George... oh, bloody ’ell!’

Ben grabbed his arm, causing him to bring his right sole down hard on the ground. He winced, not knowing if it were caused by the sudden jab of pain through his foot or from the sight of black cloth being spread by the breeze ruffling the calm surface of the water.

‘Oh, Christ, it’s ’er... it’s Mary Carter!’

Ben’s work-grimed fingernails pressed through the thin cloth of George’s jacket, the drip on the end of his nose jiggling as he looked up at his friend who was a clear six inches taller than himself.

‘Don’t you talk so muttonheaded.’ George shook off the hand with its mute demand and looked again at that patch of black. ‘I’ll tell thee summat, Ben Corns, you’ve got Mary Carter on the brain. Didn’t Beth Haywood say as how the wench buggered off wi’ a bloke from around ‘Ampton way?’

The drip jiggled precariously with the shaking of Ben’s head. ‘Mary Carter wouldn’t buggar off wi’ nobody. I’m tellin’ thee, George, somebody ’as done for ’er.’

‘Done for ’er?’ George echoed the words scathingly. ‘More like somebody’s done to ’er. Probably copped for a babby and took off rather than face the music, not that you can blame ’er for that, knowing the Lea Brook...’

‘’Er weren’t ’avin’ no babby.’ Ben grabbed his elbow. ‘’Er wouldn’t look at a man after ’er Jed was took an’ you know it. I’m tellin’ yer, George that’s ’er down theer an’ if you’m so sure it ain’t then you won’t be agen goin’ an’ ’avin’ a look.’

A push to George’s elbow added to the challenge, but George hung back, reluctant to accept, for fear of going near the water that terrified him.

‘That ain’t anythin’ other than some old rags.’ He shook his friend’s hand from his elbow. ‘Kids likely throwed ’em in.’

Ben sniffed loudly but unsuccessfully.

‘Well, if they’m just old rags you won’t mind goin’ an’ provin’ it.’

The challenge was unmistakable: refuse it and George would be the laughing stock of the foundry for weeks to come; accept it and he risked worsening the nightmares he still suffered from, of men drowning in Millfield Pool.

‘If we am late we’ll get quartered,’ George countered, hoping the reminder they would lose pay if they were a minute late arriving at Brinson’s would deter Ben from challenging him further. But his ploy fell on deaf ears. Ben was determined to see if his supposition was right.

‘Go on,’ he urged, ‘whatever it is down theer, it can’t eat yer.’

Unwilling to lose face before the men at the foundry... because hear of it they would, Ben was too fond of a good story to let the pleasure of telling it go by... George slithered down the shallow bank that gave on to the edge of the pool, feeling the scree of coal chippings shredding the cardboard from his soles.

‘Can yer reach it?’ Ben asked, as close to George’s rear as a dog after a bitch in heat.

Gritting his teeth, George stretched out a hand and grabbed the slime-covered cloth.

‘It’s ’eavy,’ he muttered, heaving at the sodden mass, ‘you’ll ’ave to give me a hand.’

Together they freed the floating cloth from its anchor of weed.

‘Oh, Christ!’ Ben breathed as a wreath of brown hair appeared on the grey water. ‘Oh, Christ...’

Detaching itself from his nose, the pearly dewdrop fell on to the swollen, blotched face of Mary Carter.

Anna Bradly sat on one of the two wooden chairs that, together with a scrubbed wooden table, almost filled the tiny kitchen. Her feet, bare below the cotton of her blue print dress, rested on the drab hearth.

How long had it been? Leaning her head sideways, she let it rest against the rough brick of the wall. Light from the oil lamp on the mantelpiece caught the movement of her rich auburn hair. How long since Mary Carter had been pulled drowned from Millfield Pool... how long since the accusations had started?

Mary Carter had come twice a week to this house since Anna’s mother had died in childbirth ten years ago. Mondays were given over to washing. The fire already lit beneath the brick-lined copper before she arrived, she would hang her shawl on the nail behind the kitchen door and go straight into the poky wash-house. Anna had been allowed to watch as she ladled heavy buckets of steaming water into the round wooden washtub and sometimes Mary let her help cut thin slices of yellow scrubbing soap and drop them like dusty curls in among the wash.

Thursday Mary baked.

Anna breathed deeply, remembering the smell of freshly baked bread and sugar-topped cinnamon cake. This had been her favourite day. A half-burned coal settled further into its glowing bed, sending flakes of grey ash falling into the hearth.

Anna looked back across the years since her mother’s death. Standing on a chair beside a table white from years of scrubbing, she would pour the liquid yeast and sugar mixture into the huge earthenware bowl of fluffy white flour after Mary had said the devil had been raised.

‘Does yeast and sugar really raise the devil?’

She remembered the smile on Mary’s face as she answered, but even more clearly remembered the answer she had never understood.

‘There’s more than yeast and sugar can raise that one.’

Only now could she see just how true that was.

The coals settled again and Anna stared into the depths of the fire, hypnotised. Oh, the devil had been raised all right! Only not in a cup of yeast and sugar water.

It had been on a Friday morning. Two men crossing the fields to work had seen the floating mass of clothes caught in the reeds; they had pulled the body on to the narrow path skirting the water-filled mine shaft... the body of Mary Carter.

‘Death from misadventure’ had been the Coroner’s report but people hereabouts had called it murder, a murder they accused Anna’s father of committing. That had been three years ago and not one of them had set foot in this house since.

At thirteen Anna had taken on the running of it, watching the taunts and jibes turn her father from a quiet man to a morose, withdrawn shadow.

He had murdered Mary Carter, they said, because she’d refused his advances. She would have nothing to do with his filthy suggestions so he had forced himself on her, then, knocking her senseless, thrown her into Millfield Pool.

Anna closed her eyes. Her father was innocent, that much she knew. Mary Carter had always arrived at the house after he had left for work and had long gone home before he returned. How could he have murdered her?

The hollow echo of the old tin bucket rattling across the cobbled yard woke Anna. The low fire now gave little light, and for a moment she could not make out the shape looming in the doorway as the door was thrown back on its hinges.

‘Where are you, you bloody bitch?’

The harsh shout rang in the silence. Her father was drunk again. This had become the pattern of his life: trying to sink his pain at the bottom of a pint tankard.

‘Where are you... you lying, stinking bitch?’

Stumbling forward, he half-fell across across the table, sending the cups she had set out for tomorrow’s breakfast crashing to the floor. Anna stood up, reaching for the oil lamp, turning the wick a little higher. She would help him to bed as she had done so many times; once there he would sleep off the beer.

‘There you are, Mary Carter!’

He had pushed himself upright. Eyes glazed with alcohol and hatred stared at Anna. Her hand fell away from the lamp; he had called her by that name before, always when the accusations had been flying thick and his drinking heavy.

‘No... it’s me, Father... Anna.’ She didn’t move, watching the swaying of his head as he continued to stare at her.

‘Do you know what you’ve done to me, Mary Carter?’ The question was thick and slurred. ‘Do you know what I’ve gone through because of you? The lies and insults I’ve suffered. Do you, you cow, do you?’

‘Father.’ Anna spoke softly, carefully. She had never seen him this bad before. ‘Father, it’s me, Anna... Mary has gone home.’

‘Do you know what they are saying down there, those bastards!’ He banged a heavy fist on the table, setting the knives dancing a crazy jig. ‘I’ll tell you what they’re saying: they are saying I screwed you, forced you when you said no, then knocked you senseless and threw you into the pool.’

Swaying, he moved around the table, dim light filtering through the open door, turning him into frightening solidity. His hands hung at his sides, his head lolled tipsily forward on his neck. ‘But that’s not true, Mary Carter, and you know it. Screwed you? – Pah! – Christ knows I never laid a finger on you.’

Across the short distance Anna could smell the beery fumes exhaled with each breath. Something must have happened, someone in The Collier must have baited him more than usual for him to have drunk himself into such a state. Nervously she stepped forward, bare feet soundless on the flagged floor.

‘C’mon, Father, I’ll help you upstairs.’

His eyes continued to stare. Locked on her face, they did not see her, but what they did see contorted his expression to a twisted mask of bitterness. He moved slowly, head thrust forward, feet shuffling on the stone floor and Anna wanted to cry out but was afraid. If she remained calm he would recognise her and that terrible look would be gone from his face.

‘No, by God, I never laid a finger on you. Was that why you did it? Was that why you told your cronies that every time you came to this house I made you lie with me? Was that pretence to cover the fact that I never did?’

He came closer. The dull yellow pool of light cast by the oil lamp flickered over his face, touching the long smear of blood on his left cheek, paling before the glitter of his almost transparent blue eyes.

‘And why didn’t I, did you tell them that, Mary Carter? Did you tell them Jos Bradly takes no whore?’

Anna clutched her hands tightly, pressing them against her sides as her father took another swaying step towards her. She had thought to help him to bed but now instinct told her to get to her own room. He would shout and swear for a few hours, smash a few dishes, but she could clear up in the morning. Right now she was safer out of his sight, for in his drink-fuddled mind he was seeing not her but Mary Carter.

‘For months I’ve taken the brickbats,’ he began again, but this time he didn’t shout. His words were little more than a whisper, almost as if he were talking to himself. ‘For months they’ve pointed the finger at me, accusing me of that which I never thought to do. Well, now I’ve changed my mind. I’ve taken the insults so I might just as well take the pleasure.’

For the first time in her life Anna was afraid of her father. He would never harm her in his normal state. But tonight he was not normal, he was in drink. And there was worse than that wrong with him; the long months of mental torment since Mary’s death, months of being a social outcast, treated like a leper by those who had called themselves his friends, had at last broken him.

Heart thumping, she stepped sideways. The light from the lamp, what little there was of it, was shining into his eyes. If she moved slowly, chances were he would not notice.

But she was wrong. One hand shot out, grasping the hair tied at the back of her neck and at the same time wrenching her forward, her scream muffled by the rough material of his jacket.

‘You can go, Mary.’ Above her head the words came out in a quiet sing-song voice. ‘You can go, but this time it will be the truth you’ll tell those bastards.’

Pulling back her head, Anna’s anguished cries did not register on his fevered mind. Wiping his free hand across his face, mixing blood and sweat together, Joseph Bradly swore with the soft vehemence of one who has waited long for vengeance. Then, grasping the neckline of the cotton dress, he ripped it violently downward, tearing the cheap thin material to the hem.

For a moment he stared at the creamy skin above Anna’s bodice then that garment too was torn away, his hand leaving a smear of blood across her breast.

‘This is what you’ve talked of so often to your dirty-minded women friends, you filthy, bloody bitch! That you were crucifying a man didn’t matter to you, did it? Well, now you’re going to pay.’

‘Father... please, Father, it’s me, Anna. Father, please...’

Anna’s screams died as a blow to the side of her head sent her spinning to the floor and the blackness of nightmare began. A nightmare that would stay with her for the rest of her life.

His weight pinning her to the floor, he dragged away her underclothes, freeing his own body as he did so. Then, with one knee forcing her legs apart, he drove deeply into her. Each thrust was like a red hot knife but Anna was already beyond pain. Her mind closed to what was happening to her body, she did not cry out. Eyes closed too, she waited while her father vented his rage and passion.

At last it was over and with a low grunt he rolled away from her.

Anna lay still, his sweat drying cold on her bare skin. Above her the yellow flame flickered a warning of the lamp’s need for oil but she did not move. How long she lay there she could never later remember but at last, limbs as numbed as her mind, she pushed herself to her feet.

Her dress lay half under the snoring man stretched on the floor and there she left it. Pulling the remnants of her underwear about her, she walked slowly upstairs.

Moonlight silvered the tiny room that had been hers from birth, but Anna saw none of its magic. In a trance-like state she filled the bowl on the wash stand from its matching jug, unaware of the icy sting as she plunged her hands into the water, lifting palmsful to her face. For long seconds she threw the water over a face almost as cold, then stripping off her torn garments, reached for the thick greyish bar of soap. Again and again she scrubbed herself, covering every inch of her body, ignoring the sting of carbolic where the violence of his entry had lacerated her. She scrubbed her breasts, washing away the smear of blood; scrubbed her stomach where the flesh felt sticky; and still she scrubbed, trying to wash away the smell of his breath from her nostrils, the touch of his sweat-soaked flesh, the memory of what he had done to her.

Silver light turned a cold grey before Anna finally slipped a clean white calico nightdress over her frozen body. Her hair, still wet from the merciless scrubbing, dripped spots of icy water on to the front. In the small mirror hanging from a nail on her bedroom wall she watched them spread and join, forming a smear, the way the blood from her father’s hand had smeared her breast. It was only then, hands blue with cold covering her face, that she sank into a heap on the bare wooden boards and cried: the desperate, hopeless crying of a soul doomed to everlasting torment.

The same grey light paling to opalescent pearl fingered past the undrawn curtains of the tired kitchen. The last embers of the fire had long settled and the lamp gave no more light. Groaning from the stiffness of his cold limbs, Joseph Bradly stood up. Shaking the last clouds of alcohol from his brain and remembering. That whore Mary Carter had got what she deserved. From now on the insinuations of the townspeople would carry some truth at last. Satisfaction in the grim set of his mouth, he reached for the poker, stabbing ash from the grate with hard jerky movements. Now she would have something to talk about, the bloody bitch. It was this last thought that halted his assault on the cold cinders. Mary Carter was dead! He had seen her bloated corpse laid on the path by Millfield Pool. He couldn’t have been with her last night, it could not have been her, but he had...

Turning from the grate, he saw in the faint blush of morning the heap of torn blue cotton where he had lain. He reached for it, the iron poker dropping loudly to the stone hearth. He knew this dress. He had seen delight spread across the face of the child he had bought it for. Lifting the cloth to his face, he could smell the faint scent, as if the pattern of cornflowers gave off a living perfume... and then he knew. Last night he had not wreaked vengeance on Mary Carter. Last night he had raped his own daughter.


Chapter One

The long climb up Church Hill seemed neverending. Glancing at the black, smoke-grimed walls of the ancient Parish Church that crowned it, Anna thought it still seemed as far away as when she began the trudge up Ethelfleda Terrace.

Back aching with the effort of freeing every step from mud that threatened to suck her down, swollen mound of a stomach making her lean awkwardly back, she willed herself on.

Pulling her foot from the squelching earth, she gripped the basket she was carrying, forcing the bamboo handle painfully into the flesh of her palm. But the pain went unnoticed, hidden beneath the breath-snatching agony that suddenly lanced through her.

Clutching at the nearest gate, Anna leaned heavily against it, her breath coming in short frightened gasps.

It had started, she thought through the pain. The long hopeless months of waiting were about to end. The child that had been set inside her with so much pain and bitterness was about to enter the world, about to begin a life that would be led the same way, could only continue in the malice and hatred that had been her lot since the finding of Mary Carter’s body.

One hand gripping the grey splintered wood of the garden gate, Anna gasped, waiting for the pain that flared through her to diminish. Drawing in a long ragged breath, she lifted her head, glancing along the path of beaten earth that led to the door of the house. But though the curtain at the window twitched, no one emerged to help her.

She was Jos Bradly’s daughter, his whore. No decent woman in Wednesbury would be seen helping her.

Sweat bathing her face, Anna pushed herself upright. She had to climb the hill. She must get home or give birth like some animal in the hedge.

Stopping every few yards, panting against the recurring stabs of pain, she dragged on to the house that once had held so much happiness for her, the house where her mother had loved and cherished her for the first seven years of her life.

Pushing open the door that gave on to the kitchen, she stumbled inside, grabbing the edge of the table that almost filled the little room, fighting the red hot spasms that threatened to cut her in two.

‘Mother...’ she moaned softly into the emptiness. ‘Mother, help me... help me.’

But her mother could not help her. Her mother had died ten years before, died in the agony Anna was suffering now, the boy she had carried dying with her.

Letting the basket fall to the table, Anna breathed hard. She must fight the pain. She was alone and would be until past her usual bedtime. Only then did her father return to the house that had become his prison and her penitentiary.

Trying to keep her breathing calm and even, she took an enamel basin from the shabby wooden dresser. She was placing the eggs she had bought into it when fresh searing pain ripped through her, jarring every nerve with searing, brutal agony. The eggs jerked in her hands, splashing the front of her with oozing stickiness.

Anna gazed at her dress, the terror she had known once before returning with stark clarity.

Her stomach had been covered in the same slimy mess when he had finally lifted himself off her.

‘No! No, mother, no!’

The cry was dragged from her as she rubbed at her dress in a vain attempt to wipe it clean.

It was too early to go back.

Jos Bradly walked out of the yard of the steel foundry in silence; no friendly wave acknowledged his going, no voice called a goodnight.

Shoving his hands deep into his pockets, he walked quickly in the direction of Church Hill. This was the wrong way, he told himself, he had never gone home before ten since...

He closed his eyes, momentarily trying to shut out the scene that never left him.

He never went back to the house until he knew she would be in bed, until she would not have to look at the man who had raped her. And he would not see, at least in the flesh, the hurt and fear in his daughter’s eyes.

But tonight, try as he might to tell himself he must not return, his steps carried him home.

He could see from the gate that the door to the kitchen was wide open. Suddenly sick with new fear, Jos ran up the narrow path.

She was there, a crumpled heap on the kitchen floor, her red-gold hair covering her face – a face he did not need to see to know it was crumpled with pain.

‘Anna! Anna, my little wench!’

Blood draining from his face, he stepped towards her then turned back to the open door.

Clear of the house he began to run, streaking away down the hill as if Gabriel’s Hounds were already snapping at his heels.

‘Will yer come, Polly?’

He fell into the tiny house that was one of a ribbon of tumbledown dwellings edging Trouse Lane.

‘Say yer’ll come? There’s none other I can ask. I don’t want none o’ they touchin’ ’er.’

Polly Shipton twisted round on her stool, her withered left leg dragging on the bare flagstones. She had wondered where he would turn when the girl’s time came. Well, now she knew.

She looked up at the face she had known since childhood, a face smeared by tears mixed with the dirt of the steel foundry.

Was it true what they said of him? Had he murdered one woman and then raped a young girl, and that girl his own daughter?

Polly sighed. She didn’t have the answers and was never likely to have them.

‘Please, Polly... yer must come.’ At his sides, Jos’s hands balled into fists. ‘Anna, my little wench, ’er was on the floor. I... I couldn’t... I don’t know how!’

Shoving herself from the stool with her sound right leg, Polly reached for the heavy woollen shawl hanging on a nail in the scullery door. She pulled it close as she followed Joseph Bradly past the mocking eyes of the quickly gathered women – women who took care to keep their opinions in their mouths until he had passed.

Hobbling painfully, Polly kept her own head high. From this day on she would be as much an outcast in the town as the man she was following. No matter. Whatever else he might be, he was now a man sharing his daughter’s agony, and the fact that she would be ostracised and ignored for helping either of them was of no consequence compared to a young girl’s pain.

‘It be all right, Anna.’

Pushing past Jos into the kitchen, she bent over the girl huddled on the stone floor.

‘It’ll be all right, me wench. Polly Shipton ’as come to be with you, Polly will take care of you. Come on now, there’s a good wench, let’s ’ave you upstairs.’

Hair plastered to her cheeks with sweat, Anna lifted her head and Polly saw the look of terror in her eyes as Jos Bradly bent to take his daughter in his arms.

‘No... o... o!’

The scream filled the tiny kitchen and Polly Shipton knew she need go no further to find the father of the child struggling to enter the world.

Standing beside the wooden crib, Anna stared at the son she had borne a month ago, hearing in her mind the taunts and sneers that met her whenever she ventured out of the house.

She tucked the blanket closer around the sleeping child.

It had grown into something of a sport; women gathering in twos and threes as she approached, calling after her from the safety of their married respectability.

‘That father o’ ’er’s...’

Words emerged from the shadows of her mind like silent wraiths.

‘...’e be bloody jailbait. ’Ow come the bobbies ain’t fetched ’im afore now?’

They passed their taunts from one to the other, each woman raising her voice, ensuring Anna could hear.

‘Ar, why ain’t they? ’E killed Mary Carter, we all knows that, an’ ’e be the one who ’as fathered that babby. That by blow belongs to Jos Bradly as sure as there be a God in ’eaven.’

‘You didn’t hear them, did you, sweetheart?’

Anna stroked a finger across her son’s downy head.

‘You didn’t hear what they said or realise what they think, and you never will my precious... you never will.’

But those women had been partly right. Anna sat on her bed, one hand resting on the crib that her father had made for her own birth.

The child now sleeping in it was Jos Bradly’s, in that they had been correct, but the rest of their accusations bore no truth. There was no God in heaven. She looked at the sleeping child, her heart filling with pain at what she knew was in store for him as he grew.

No, there was no God in heaven. Had there been she would not have been raped.

Rising from the bed, she lifted the child from the crib, a wild surge of love and sorrow sweeping through her as the tiny body touched her own.

‘They have judged him too,’ she murmured, her mouth against the tiny head, ‘my father and yours. They have all judged him and, right or wrong, he will pay their price. All the years of his life will not wash away the sin of which he is guilty, even though he would have suffered death before committing it had he been sober.’

In her arms the tiny face crumpled, one arm freeing itself from the swaddling blanket, and Anna rocked gently back and forth, her lips touching her son’s face, soothing away his complaining cry.

‘Shhh,’ she whispered, folding one finger into his clutching palm. ‘Shhh, no one will hurt you. No one in this town will ever call lies and filth after you.’

But as she lifted the tiny hand to her mouth, Anna knew they would.

Anna placed the wicker laundry basket in a small hollow to shield it from the wind, checking the blanket that covered the child inside.

‘You will be warm there,’ she murmured, ‘but Polly will be cross if she learns I brought you with me. You see, neither of us ought to be out of the house. We can’t go into a shop or into anyone else’s house until I have been churched.’ Not that anyone in Wednesbury would have me inside their gate, much less their house, she thought. She gazed across the heath towards Ocker Bank. But if she were not churched, her son would be even more of an outcast for who would so much as glance at a child whose mother had not asked God to forgive the sin of conceiving it, whether in wedlock or out of it? But why? Anna thought. Why be forced to beg forgiveness for a sin which she had played no part in committing?

No, she had no desire to go to the Parish Church, no desire to pass the women who would be standing with shawls draped over their heads, tongues wagging, as they watched her walk alone. But she knew she would do it, for the sake of her son.

If only her mother had not died. If only... Anna looked into the distance where the glow of furnace fires turned the sky scarlet. There were not enough ‘if onlys’, not enough to give her back her life.

Beside her the baby snuffled and Anna bent to check that his face was free of the knitted blanket. Of all the people in Wednesbury, Polly alone had stood by her; Polly Shipton who had taught her so much yet had refused to tell of the herbs that would cause the child to leave her body before its time was due.

‘You will come to know Polly Shipton.’ Anna smiled at the sleeping child. ‘She will teach you about flowers and herbs as she taught me. Look.’

Snapping a dandelion at the base of its stalk, she held the golden head over the basket.

‘These can be made into soup or a drink.’

Suddenly Anna was six years old again, her tiny hands clutching Polly’s skirts as they walked across the heath just beyond the town.

‘Not just the flower, me wench, take the root an’ all.’

Anna’s mouth curved in a smile as she remembered.

‘What will we make?’ she had asked, running from one golden cushion of flowers to another, eager to grab them all at once. Polly had halted in her task of gathering the gleaming crop.

‘Well, if you take them from the earth properly we can make several things. But you go snatchin’ the ’eads off ’em an’ we won’t be makin’ a lot of anythin’ for they dandelions will be no use.’

She had hesitated then in her own task of gathering the delicate white flowers of the elder and had sat beside Anna, spreading her dark skirts on the green of the heath, and taught her to make chains from the white and purple clover. Anna draped them proudly about her neck to show her father.

She had chattered all the way back to Polly’s house, dancing into the kitchen and watching excitedly as she gathered an assortment of pots and pans.

‘You wash them flowers.’

Polly had stood her on an old wooden chair at the scullery sink.

‘And mind you scrub all the soil off the roots.’

Anna twisted the flower she held in her hands, reliving the gentler days of the past.

Polly had kept an eye on the washing while herself drying the plants on a piece of cloth then together they laid them in the oven to roast before grinding the dried roots to make herbal tea.

‘Now then.’

Polly had taken the cloud of white flowers from her basket, spreading them across the kitchen table.

‘We be goin’ to make these into creams and lotions that will keep that pretty skin of yours soft an’ fresh, spite o’ the muck that spews from them factory chimneys.’

‘Like this?’

Anna had taken a sprig of white flowers, trying to make it stay on her face without holding it.

‘No, not like that.’

Polly laughed, scooping up several handfuls of flower heads and dropping them into a pan of water bubbling over the fire.

‘We ’ave to boil them first.’

‘Like taties in a broth?’

Anna held out a tiny hand filled with fragrant snowy blossom.

‘Yes, me little wench.’

Polly took the offering, dropping it beside her own in the pan.

‘Just like taties in a broth.’

Now Anna sank to the ground beside her sleeping son, a wealth of loving memories in her head.

‘She also taught me how to make wine from berries,’ she whispered, touching the tiny hand that had pushed from beneath the covers. ‘But you watch out, young man. It makes your nose tingle. And besides, not all plants are so kind as elder flowers.’

‘It won’t ’urt after a minute or so.’

Anna heard the words across the years and saw again the crippled woman bend over her as she cried at the pain of a nettle sting.

‘Let Polly show you ’ow to chase away that nasty old sting.’

Followed by a tearful Anna, she had gone into her tiny garden, selecting a broad leaf from a plant growing at the base of a tree heavy with apples and rubbing it over the white blisters erupting along Anna’s fingers, spreading the soothing juice over the skin.

‘There you be, me little love, it’ll be better now.’

Then she had picked an apple from the tree, giving it to Anna before taking her indoors where she had nursed her on her knee while the apple was slowly eaten.

‘Polly taught me so much,’ Anna whispered, stroking a finger across the soft cheek of her child. ‘She taught me what was good and what was bad. And what will you be taught, my darling? What will the bastard son of Jos Bradly be taught?’

‘You must go, me wench.’ Polly Shipton looked at the pale face of the young girl dressed in a plain brown dress, red-gold hair braided and tied with a ribbon. ‘You must be brave for the sake of the child.’

For the sake of her child. Anna took the shawl the older woman held out to her. Everything she had lived through, the taunts and jibes she had endured, had been for the sake of the child, but how much more could she stand?

‘I would come with you but you know the child mustn’t leave the house until you’ve bin churched an’ I can’t leave him ’ere in the house alone.’

No, the baby could not be allowed outside his place of birth until she sought the atonement of God, the God whom her Sunday school teachers had taught protected and loved. But where had his protection been the night she had been raped? And where his love?

Anna walked slowly from the house that stood in the lee of the smoke-blackened church, thankful that the distance at least was small. Behind her women stood beside their garden gates, their eyes as well as their criticisms on her. Passing beneath the lych gate, Anna turned from the path leading to the church door, following the worn turf to the spot where her mother lay buried. ‘Sacred to the memory of Leah Ruth, beloved wife of Joseph Bradly’, she read, tears blurring her vision.

‘He didn’t mean it, Mother,’ she whispered, ‘he didn’t mean it.’

‘Have you a covering for your head?’

The robed figure of a priest she did not recognise stood beside the pew where Anna knelt in the empty church.

She felt for the shawl, only to realise it was gone.

‘You should have your head covered when you enter the house of God.’ The priest did not bother to disguise the irritation in his voice. His rest between the end of Sunday school classes and the beginning of evening service was being disturbed by the churching of a girl who did not deserve the holy mercy.

Anna remained silent. Father James did not demand she cover her head before entering the church, but then this was not Father James.

‘Oh, well!’ The priest sighed audibly. ‘We will carry on. Only next time be sure and cover your head.’

The service would be short, Polly had assured her, but to Anna, listening to words she had never heard before and giving the responses urged on her by the priest, it seemed to go on for ever.

And then it was over and the priest was gone, leaving her alone in the church. To the right of the altar steps stood a life-size replica of Christ, one hand reaching out; to the left, a figure of the Virgin cradling her infant son. Anna gazed at it and wept.

Back in the house Polly Shipton held out a cup of tea to the young girl whose hands trembled like leaves in the wind. One ordeal was over but there was a lifetime of others ahead, one of them being the christening of the child that lay sleeping in a laundry basket beneath the window of the tiny living room. Who beside herself would stand godparent to a bastard? Two godfathers and one godmother were the church’s requirements for a boy child. Polly sipped the strong hot tea she had poured for herself. Where in Wednesbury could there be found two men to stand godfather to the offspring of a rapist and his daughter?

She sipped again, feeling the liquid hot against her throat. The answer was plain – nowhere.

Anna tucked the baby inside her shawl, then passed the knotted corners over her head.

‘We are going to buy you some milk,’ she crooned softly to the tiny face peeping up from the folds. ‘Yes, some milk. You’ll like that, won’t you?’

Picking up her basket, she slipped the handle over one arm, cradling her son to her with the other. Once out of the house she held him close against her, shielding him from the breeze and from the hostile stares of the women who drew their skirts closer to their legs as she passed, as if proximity to a sinner would somehow contaminate them.

She had not been right into the town since the birth of the child, Polly bringing the few things they needed on her daily visits. Cripple Polly. Anna held her son tight. What would have happened had that woman not stood by her?

Reaching the bottom of Church Hill, Anna crossed over Trouse Lane, turning into Meeting Street. This way she could avoid the High Builen with its shopping women.

She was on her way home, milk and butter tucked into her basket, when she passed a group of them chatting outside Tedd’s wet fish shop. Anna felt her heart jump as they stared, then closed around her as she drew level.

‘Well, if it ain’t Jos Bradly’s whore.’ A dark-haired woman with a front tooth missing grabbed the shawl that held the baby. ‘An’ this must be the bastard he’s fathered.’

Instinctively Anna stepped back but a second woman stood firm against her.

‘Maybe it is, maybe it ain’t,’ the second woman said. ‘Depends on ’ow many men ’er’s had beside ’er own father.’

‘Well, let’s ’ave a look then.’ The gap-toothed woman grabbed at the shawl, pulling it from the sleeping baby.

‘Let’s see what sort of kid a father and ’is daughter mek.’

‘Don’t touch him!’ Anna flared, snatching the shawl from the woman’s grasp. ‘Don’t you dare put your dirty hands on him.’

‘Ooh, you hear that, Liza?’ The third member of the trio wiped a hand across her nose. ‘You’ve got dirty hands.’

‘You should be careful who you call dirty!’ The gap in her teeth looming wide, the woman snatched at Anna’s hair, dragging her head back painfully. ‘A bloody whore like you!’ The woman’s eyes gleamed with a captor’s delight over her helpless prey. ‘We don’t like your sort, an’ we ain’t ’avin’ you here.’

The woman pitched her forward, throwing her against a wall. Dazed by the force of the impact, Anna stumbled away, clumps of mud and stones finding their mark as she went.

‘Don’t go comin’ down ’ere,’ the woman who had grabbed her head shouted after her. ‘You bring your spawn this way again an’ you’ll be sorry. Get out of Wednesbury, you bloody whore, and tek your by blow with you...’

Somehow she managed to reach home, though Anna never remembered how.

‘Lad is all right,’ Polly said when she called later. ‘He’s teken no harm and you will be all right as well in an hour or so.’ But she stayed the whole day nevertheless, seeing to the baby and preparing a hot meal.

‘Little ’un is sleepin’.’ Polly eventually reached for her coat, hanging from a peg at the back of the sitting-room door. ‘An’ you should be too. Get yourself a few hours afore ’e wakes for next feed. Jos’s meal is ready in the oven, you ’ave nothing to do.’

Anna watched her friend limp away down the hill, then climbed the stairs to her room. Her father would make no call on her. Coming home as late as possible, he would take his meal to his bedroom and be gone at first light next morning. He could go on like that while the months of summer held but what would he do when the ground was frozen hard? Anna stared listlessly at the whitewashed wall. Her father could not be out of house and home for the rest of his life, but neither could he decently be in it or suspicion of them would fester, father and daughter, the evil minds of some seeing them living as man and wife.

‘But it’s not true,’ Anna cried softly. ‘My father is not like that, he would never harm me, it’s just not true.’ Neither was it true that he had killed Mary Carter, she thought hopelessly, but they believed he had and would go on believing it, the same as they would go on believing she was her own father’s whore.

‘It doesn’t stop.’

Eyes brimming with unshed tears, Anna looked at Polly Shipton who sat beside the kitchen table, her crippled leg in its high laced boot jutting out beneath her black skirts.

‘I don’t think it will ever stop. Every time I take him out of the house there are filthy insults and people throwing stones.’

‘It be bad for you, me wench, but it be new to folk yet. Give them a year or two and they’ll get used to seein’ you with the child. Give them time and they will forget how he was got, find summat new for their tongues to wag on.’

But Polly knew they would not forget and neither would they ever allow Anna to forget. She was a branded woman and one who would never know peace or real friendship in the town again. Strange, she thought, watching her cross to the child sleeping in its basket beneath the window. The working-class people of Wednesbury would endure poverty, they would pull together in hardship, but immorality among their own they would not countenance. Their eyes became closed to the real rights or wrongs of a case and, victim or not, there would be no place in this town anymore for Anna Bradly.

‘No, they will not forget, Mother Polly.’ Unconsciously Anna used her childhood name for the woman. ‘No matter what else may happen they will not forget, and as long as I am here they will not let him forget. But I can’t let my child pay for what happened. He and I should not have to bear the brunt of what my father has done.’

Polly sat quietly. The girl had not finished; there was more yet to be said.

‘I cannot stay here.’ Anna kept her eyes on her baby. ‘If he is to have any life at all, I must go.’

‘Go?’ Polly asked sharply. ‘But where? You ’ave no kin as I be knowin’ of.’

‘No, I have no kin other than my father,’ she answered dully.

‘Then where would you go, wench? You can’t just pick the lad up and leave. You must ’ave shelter for ’im.’

‘I have thought of that.’ Anna reached into the basket, one finger fondling the baby’s cheek. ‘I have thought of it night after night, of his life and my father’s. What will they be worth with me here? They both have little on which to build a future, but with me gone, at least they stand a chance.’

‘Leave the child behind?’ Polly looked at the girl she had helped to rear, the girl she had loved as her own, and saw the anguish in her face. ‘Is that what you really want?’

‘No,’ Anna cried. ‘I want him, I want my son, but I cannot condemn him to a lifetime of taunts, I love him too much for that. I love him too much to keep him.’

‘Have you said anything of this to Jos?’

Bending over the child as it stirred in its sleep, Anna murmured softly, soothing it before answering.

‘No, I have said nothing to my father. If I tell him what I feel, I know he will be the one to leave. But it would be hard for him to start again. Trying to find work would be difficult enough, but to leave behind all that he had with my mother... no, I cannot do that to him.’

‘But you will be leaving all you have,’ Polly said gently. ‘All that you love in the world. Will you be able to do it, Anna wench?’

‘Oh, help me, Mother Polly!’

Anna ran to the cripple woman, sinking to her knees and burying her face in her lap, choking on her sobs.

‘Help me... take my son and care for him... love him for me, Mother Polly... love him for me.’

‘Ar, I’ll tek ’im for you, me little wench, an’ I’ll love ’im for you too.’ Polly stroked the red-gold head pressed against her knee. ‘I’ll love ’im as I love you.’

Mother Polly would take her son, she would care for him and raise him as she had raised the motherless child of Jos Bradly. She would find the first tooth, hear the first words; she would feel the tiny arms about her neck, she would soothe and comfort...

‘But he’s mine... mine!’

Almost blinded by tears, Anna pulled open a drawer in the chest set against her bedroom wall, taking out her few belongings and placing them one by one in the shabby carpet bag standing open on the bed. Then she paused as a gleam of pink showed in the sallow light of the oil lamp.

Holding it in her fingers, she looked at the shiny strip of ribbon, one diamond-shaped piece of paper glued to its centre.

Peter! Her mind flashed back across the years. She had been eight years old and Peter a grown-up thirteen, already earning his living. They had spent their childhood together, he indulging her childish games, always there, always protecting; even helping with the Sunday School outing because she had cried until he said yes.

Anna walked slowly to the crib, holding out the shiny ribbon as if the sleeping child could see it.

‘You would have liked Peter,’ she murmured, half to herself and half to the child. ‘And you would have liked the Sunday School outings: riding on long low carts all done up with flowers and ribbons, the horses with ribbons in their manes and tails, the sugar buns and lemonade. You would have climbed the trees and most likely fallen into the stream...’

Peter had fallen into the stream. Anna left off speaking, the rest of her memories for herself alone. Peter, his brown hair shining in the sun, trousers rolled to his knees, laughing at her as he tried to catch one of the tiny fish. She had demanded a tiddler to take home in a jar, and he, unable as always to refuse her, had waded into the water. That was when she had seen the pretty orange butterfly and wandered off after it. When he could not see her and she had not answered his call, Peter had panicked and in scrambling too quickly from the stream, slipped and fallen back into the water.

He had found her downstream and persuaded her a dead butterfly would be of no use. She had tried her usual childish ploy of tears but he had not given way.

‘Let the poor little thing be.’

Anna felt the tears in her throat as she remembered the tender way he had dried her eyes.

‘I will give you something that can’t die.’

He had taken her by the hand, matching his longer stride to her short one, leading her to where he had left his coat on the river bank. And from the pocket he had taken a pink ribbon with one diamond-shaped piece of paper at its centre.

‘One day, Anna,’ he had said, ‘you will have a whole string of diamonds.’

Now crossing to the window of her cramped bedroom, she looked out through her tears, over the darkened town to where the steeple of the church rose like a pointing black finger.

Those had been his words as he tied the ribbon about her neck, but Peter had died from meningitis and she had died inside the night her father raped her. There would be no more diamonds in her life.

Anna pulled the slip of ribbon through her fingers as memories of yesterday ran through her mind. Then she turned back to her son. Tenderly lifting the tiny head, she slipped the ribbon about his neck. The people of Wednesbury had claimed one innocent victim, they would not have two.

Lifting the child from the crib, Anna held its tiny body close to hers. Peter had always protected her just as she must now protect her son. She would do that the only way she knew how. He must not suffer because of her. To keep him safe she had to leave him, give him into the care of Mother Polly even though it meant breaking her own heart.

Kissing the tiny face snuffling after her breast, Anna felt as if the world were shattering around her. This would be the last time she would hold him, the last time she would tell him of her love for him, for when morning came she would have to leave this house, leave everything in the world she loved. She would do it for the sake of her child.
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