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For ‘Our Wenches’. My sisters, Hilda, Phoebe, Ann and Joan, and the memories we all share.


Chapter One

‘She is a what!’ Morgan Cosmore’s hands tightened about the arms of his chair, his long fingers whitening under the pressure. ‘You would hand me a cripple for a wife! What am I supposed to do with that?’

Between cushions of fat his father’s eyes were vicious. ‘I’m handing you a bloody engineering works. What you do wi’ the wrappin’ be yer concern.’

‘I will tell you what I will do with the wrapping, Father, I will leave it where it is and you can look for your salvation elsewhere. I will not tie myself to a cripple! I can’t and I won’t.’

‘Won’t?’ Ezra Cosmore’s eyes receded further into the puffy flesh surrounding them. ‘Don’t you bloody tell me you won’t!’

‘Father, please...’

‘Don’t bloody “Father, please” me. You’ll do as I say!’

‘No, Father, I can’t, not this.’

‘Oh, you can’t, eh? Well, let me tell you summat. You marry that girl or you be finished in this ’ouse, do you ’ear me? Finished. An’ then where do you go? An’ where do you get the money to indulge yer fancy habits? You tell me no an’ you be on yer own, an’ then how would you earn a livin’, eh? That would be interestin’ to see, you as ’ave never struck a blow in yer life – how would you do it, eh? Tell me that, Mr bloody Smart Arse!’

‘Well?’ he demanded again when his question was met with silence.

Morgan’s hands gripped the arms of the chair harder. He would have liked it to have been the throat of the stocky man standing facing him, legs straddling the hearth, his habitually florid face almost scarlet with temper. ‘I... I don’t know, Father.’

‘“I don’t know, Father. I don’t know, Father,”’ Ezra mimicked his son. ‘Too bloody true you don’t know! But know this – you marry Kerral’s daughter or you’ll find out, an’ it’ll be the quickest bloody thing you ’ave ever learned!’

‘The girl, Father, what has she to say to this?’

‘The girl! Who the bloody hell cares what the girl has to say? ’Er’ll do as ’er’s bid, same as you.’

‘So she has been given the same choice as I have?’

‘Arrh, Hobson’s. God knows you be no catch, but you be the best ’er’ll get.

‘Tell me, Father, how come I am the best Josiah Kerral’s daughter can hope for?’

From his chair beneath the high window Morgan Cosmore watched the vindictive smile spread over his father’s loose-lipped mouth. There was no love lost between them; his father had disliked him from the earliest times he could remember, always accusing his mother of namby-pambying him, blaming him for the fact she could bear no more children and on her death, ten years ago, marrying again and threatening to disinherit Morgan for the son his new young wife would bear. But there had been no son, only a daughter who had carried her mother with her to the grave.

‘I ’ave already answered you on that one.’ Ezra ran his tongue over his flabby lips. ‘Who else would tek on a cripple?’

‘Who indeed?’ Morgan rose from his chair with a fluid grace that spoke of the strength in his well-muscled body. ‘So I am to be the sacrificial lamb, eh, Father? Ezra Cosmore’s lad will take the cripple.’

‘You’ll be tekin’ ’er money an’ that’s all as need concern you. You won’t be called on to do anythin’ else.’

‘Oh!’ Morgan looked at the man who had fathered him, feeling a potent mixture of dislike and contempt. ‘Like what, Father?’

‘Like... like... you know bloody well like what!’ Ezra’s scarlet face took on a deeper purplish shade. Morgan knew very well what was meant, he just wanted to be awkward the same as always, but he could be as awkward as he liked – he would still marry the Kerral wench. Everything depended on the money that would bring.

‘Do I?’ Morgan’s mouth relaxed into a taunting smile. ‘How can you be sure, Father, when you haven’t told me? You have always said that if I am to get anything right, you must tell me how and when. So you had better tell me now. What is it I will not be called upon to do?’

‘Go to hell, blast you!’

‘I am very glad to do that, Father. I had a real fancy for going to hell.’

‘Listen to me.’ Ezra’s head jutted forward on his thick neck and his piggy eyes gleamed. ‘You may think yerself very clever wi’ yer smart answers but they’ll all end up the same. You’ll say yes.’

‘And if I do?’

‘There’s no ifs,’ Ezra cut in sharply. ‘You refuse an’ we be done for. The business be up to its eyes in debt an’ even this ’ouse be mortgaged for more’n it’s worth, so you see, my lad, you give me any ifs an’ buts an’ we might well finish up wi’ nothin’.’

‘That’s hardly likely, Father.’ Morgan studied a perfectly manicured fingernail. ‘After all, as you say, who else will take on the cripple? But what if the cripple should refuse? What if she refuses to exchange her fortune for me?’

‘The girl will ’ave no say in the matter.’ Ezra turned to a side table, selecting a cigar from a box, biting off the end and spitting the stub into the fire. ‘’Er will do as ’er father tells ’er.’

‘Like all good little boys and girls should.’ Morgan laughed drily. ‘They should not object to being sold off and mated like cattle to satisfy their parents.’

‘I never ’eard you object to spendin’ my money.’ Ezra stooped, pushing a wax taper into the fire. ‘An’ I doubt you’ll object to spendin’ that which the wench will bring with ’er.’

‘I shall have no objections whatsoever to spending her money.’ Morgan watched the older man light his cigar then replace the taper in a delft pot on the mantel. ‘But what is in this marriage for you? What do you hope to get out of it?’

Blowing a cloud of smoke into the air, Ezra watched his son through the lavender haze. He was going to take some getting to the altar but get him there Ezra would – or break his bloody stuck-up neck in the trying! ‘What do you think I ’ope to get?’

‘I think you hope to get your so-called business back on an even keel,’ Morgan answered evenly, his eyes watching every nuance of expression flicker across his father’s face. ‘But you will not do that through me. I will not be saddled with a cripple to save a business that hit the rocks years ago!’

‘Then what will you do if you won’t marry the Kerral girl? There be no more money left, it’s just a matter of time before they foreclose on this ’ouse an’ then you’ll be out on the street. An’ will yer fancy London friends tek you in, then? Will any one of ’em find you a home or finance yer trips abroad every fart’s end? Oh, yes, they’ll do all of that all right... like bloody ’ell they will!’

Morgan continued examining his fingernails as his father’s temper suffused his face with a deeper shade of carmine. With luck he would have a heart attack here and now and then Kerral could keep both his money and his gimpy offspring. ‘I was unaware Kerral had a daughter,’ said Morgan quietly.

‘That don’t surprise me.’ Ezra blew out another stream of smoke. ‘You ain’t bin aware of anythin’ goin’ on in Darlaston since you ’ave bin eight years old.’

‘You can’t blame me for that, Father.’ Morgan smiled, showing teeth scrupulously cleaned with bicarbonate of soda. ‘You had me sent away to school when I was eight years old.’

‘A good job I did an’ all,’ his father shot back. ‘Get you away from yer mother’s namby-pambying. Christ! A few more years of that an’ ’er’d ’ave ’ad you actin’ like a big soft wench – not that that school made much of a job of turn in’ you into a man. All you think on is fancy clothes an’ fancy women.’

‘Poor Mother,’ Morgan sighed affectedly, knowing it would send the older man’s temperature soaring. ‘She always was your whipping boy, wasn’t she, Father? She always bore the brunt of your mistakes.’

‘Mistakes!’ Ezra sucked in a mouthful of cigar smoke. ‘What bloody mistakes?’

‘Oh, you have made them, you know.’ Morgan dropped back to the chair again, hand resting on his knees, eyes lifting to the man straddling the hearth. ‘Not that you would admit to any, of course, but you have made mistakes – and perhaps sending me to boarding school was one of them. Maybe if you had kept me here with you, you would have done a better job of turning me into a man.’

‘I couldn’t ’ave done a worse one!’ The words shot out on a stream of strong-smelling smoke.

‘Of course you couldn’t, Father,’ Morgan continued his quiet needle-prick offensive, ‘we both knew you were the best man for the job, whatever the job. Mother, I presume, learned so from the first day of her marriage. And I learned very early, Father. I learned that the best way to avoid your belt was to avoid you.’

‘You needed the belt.’ Ezra spat into the fire then turned back to his son, surveying him in the depths of the velvet-covered wing-back chair. ‘To knock summat into yer ’ead beside drawin’ bloody pictures. Yer mother was too soft wi’ you. “Artistic” ’er said you was, when all the time you was too bloody idle to do anythin’ else.’

‘Yes, well, you soon put a stop to that, didn’t you, Father?’ Stretching out his legs in front of him, Morgan crossed one foot over the other. ‘That school you sent me to gave me no lessons in art. Those periods were replaced for me with extra physical activity. That was on your instruction, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes, it was on my instruction.’ Ezra flung the half-smoked cigar into the fire. ‘What bloody good is paintin’ an’ drawin’ in an engineerin’ works, eh? Answer me that. An’ if you can’t, I’ll tell you what good it is – none, no bloody good at all.’

‘I am sure it isn’t, Father.’ Morgan smiled, watching the blood rise again in his father’s face. ‘If you say so.’

‘I do say so! An’ I say this an’ all. It be time you stopped all this gallivantin’ off to London an’ Christ knows where else an’ started to ’elp out in the business.’

‘Oh, no, Father. I would not presume upon your territory.’

‘Territory!’ Ezra sat down heavily in a chair set beside the stone fireplace. ‘What you on about? What territory?’

‘The business, Father,’ Morgan answered blandly. ‘I would not presume to interfere with anything you do. What need is there when you do everything better than anyone else can? Besides you have made a perfectly good job of bankrupting us up to now. It would be foolish of me to try and prevent your finishing it. But I would ask this – merely from interest, you understand. How long has it been this time since the men were paid?’

‘And let me ask this.’ Ezra’s eyes were almost obliterated now by the folds of flesh surrounding them. ‘’Ow long ’as it bin since you last bought one of them fancy suits? The price of one of them would pay every one of the ’ands for a month or more. You leave off yer fancy livin’ an’ mebbe we wouldn’t be nigh on bankrupt.’

‘Since we seem to be discussing my expenses and their effect upon the business, I think it only fair to cast an eye over yours, Father.’

‘Mine?’ The eyes widened pushing back the barricade of fat.

‘Yours, Father.’ Morgan flicked a finger along the seam of his expensive cashmere trousers. ‘Your clothes...’He mimed a shudder designed to raise his father’s blood pressure. ‘I don’t know the cost of them but I would advise your tailor to make more of an effort, so they look less like pawnshop rejects. Then of course there is the running of this house. Your table is not exactly that of a man close to bankruptcy though the costs of your wine cellar would bankrupt the old lady of Threadneedle Street. And, of course, we must not forget those regular visits to Birmingham. They do not come cheaply, I’ll warrant.’

‘Visits to Birmingham!’ Ezra almost choked. ‘What do you know of my visits to Brummagem?’

Morgan suppressed a yawn with a languid theatrical movement of his hand. ‘I know a good deal about them, I have done for some years now. For instance, there is a certain dark-haired beauty name of Maria at the house of Mrs Morrison – though the nearest that woman came to being “Mrs” was lying on a bed with another woman’s husband. Then we have the Conroy Club, private, for members only. A little more respectable with its air of gentility but offering the same amenities. You appear to have a favourite there too, Father, or should I say two favourites? Amelia of the baby blonde ringlets, and Consuela, the doubtful red head of equally doubtful South American origin. You prefer to have them together, do you not? And then... but need I go on?’

‘I earn my money,’ the older man parried, ‘and I ’ave the right to spend it any way I want.’

Morgan fingered the seam of his trouser leg, smoothing its already perfect symmetry. ‘Whereas I do not earn mine. My allowance is a symbol of your charity – a charity never graciously given but always gratefully accepted, and the spending of it always greatly enjoyed.’

‘Arrh, well, the enjoyin’ be about to stop for the pair o’ we unless you bring ’ome Jos Kerral’s money.’

‘Not to mention his daughter.’

‘Yes, well,’ Ezra leaned back in his chair, eyes once more guarded, ‘we can’t ’ave one lessen we tek the other.’

‘We being me, Father.’ Morgan looked up suddenly, his gaze cold. ‘You take the money while I take the cripple.’

‘You won’t ’ave to ’ave no truck wi’ ’er once the weddin’ be over.’ Ezra’s voice took on a placatory tone. ‘You can carry on much as you ’ave bin doin’ then.’

‘So I can leave my crippled wife with you, can I, Father? You will spend your nights entertaining her whilst I am in London or abroad? A very different sort of entertainment to that you are used to. Are you sure you want to go through with it after all?’

Ezra understood his son’s tactics. Threaten to leave the woman here in Darlaston, give his father the caring of her, and it would change his mind. If a soul could smile Ezra knew his was smiling now. ‘There’ll be little need for either of us to entertain ’er,’ he said. ‘A woman to see to ’er will be all ’er’ll be wantin’.’

‘And all she will be getting if it is left to me, Father.’ Morgan’s gaze lost none of its coldness. ‘Tell me, how old is this prize I am to be presented with?’

‘Just on twenty, so Jos tells me.’

‘And did he tell you what she looks like? Or maybe you have seen her for yourself? Is she pretty, Father, as pretty as Maria?’

‘I... I ’aven’t seen ’er.’ Ezra looked towards the fireplace, avoiding the accusation in his son’s eyes. ‘But what does it matter if ’er be pretty or plain, as long as the money be there?’

‘No matter.’ Morgan resumed his study of the seam. ‘Seeing as I will not be called upon to look at her, at least not often, and maybe not at all if her face is marked by her disability.’ He leaned forward, the seam forgotten as a new thought struck. ‘Her face is not disfigured, is it? Because if it is you can kiss goodbye to all of your well-laid plans.’

‘’Er face be all right,’ Ezra answered, hoping the gods would make it so. ‘’Er father assured me on that point.’

‘If only he had assured me.’ Morgan leaned back in his chair but his eyes displayed an inner wariness. His fox of a father would stop at nothing to get his hands on Jos Kerral’s money. A little thing like planting a disfigured wife on his son would cause him no worry at all. ‘So just what form does the girl’s disability take? Exactly how is she crippled?’

‘It’s ’er legs.’ Ezra faced his son. Cripple or no cripple, he was going to take the girl for his wife, and the sooner he accepted that fact the better. ‘’Er father says ’er be crippled in the legs. ’Er can’t walk but apart from that ’er be all right.’

‘And I am to be thankful for that, am I?’ Morgan laughed. ‘And what of the family line? What of the dynasty you dreamed of founding? Is she capable of bearing a child?’

‘How the bloody ’ell should I know!’ Ezra’s temper reached breaking point. ‘What do you want, a bloody doctor’s report?’

‘No, Father.’ Morgan became colder, his own temper more controlled as that of his father ran wild. ‘Neither do I want a cripple for a wife, pretty or otherwise. You want Kerral’s money, you marry Kerral’s daughter.’

‘You think I ’adn’t thought o’ that?’ Ezra shouted, his face contorted with a rage he could no longer confine. ‘Well, you be wrong, but Kerral won’t tek an older man. He wants a young buck for his daughter, though for what I don’t know. Bloke as gets ’er will ’ave to spread ’er legs ’isself afore ’e can mount ’er.’

‘That would not have bothered you, would it, Father? Though the fact she could not writhe and heave beneath you, or straddle you as you would a mare, might have detracted from your pleasure... But then, you will not be having the pleasure, will you? Seeing as her father deems you too old for the servicing of his daughter.’

‘Watch yer mouth or I’ll...’

‘Or you will what, Father? Take your belt to me as you did every night for so many years? I don’t think so, not any more. Those days are gone, finished, as this conversation is finished. I shall return to London in the morning.’

‘And when the money stops,’ Ezra glared at the man rising so easily from the chair, all the swagger of youth and good health in the movement, ‘what will you do then?’

‘I will just have to do what I have always done.’ Morgan strode to the door of the oval-shaped room. ‘I will have to wait for you to tell me!’

Yes, that’s what you have done all yer life, Ezra thought as the door slammed behind his departing son. Waited while someone else did the grafting. Waited and let some other bugger do the thinking for you. Well, I have thought this out for you, my bloody smart arse son. You marry that wench and bring her money into this house, and after that you can go to the devil as quick as you like!

‘Miri, how long have we lived in this house?’ Esther Kerral turned to look at the middle-aged woman busying herself with clearing the table at which both of them had just taken their midday meal.

‘That’s a strange question.’ Miriam Butler hesitated in her task, her quick glance taking in the girl seated now at the window of the small house set in the grounds of the larger, grander Rowena House. ‘You know how long we’ve lived ’ere. Some sixteen years.’

‘I was almost four.’ The answer was quiet, musing.

‘Arrh, nigh on.’ Miriam resumed her bustling, loading dishes on to a serving trolley then removing the white cloth and folding it into a drawer of a long oak sideboard.

‘Why?’

The loud agonised query took the older woman by surprise, causing her to stand a moment looking at the face of the girl she had reared – a face as beautiful as any she had ever seen but twisted now with hurt and pain. Dropping the table napkins into the drawer she quickly crossed the sunlit room, sinking on to her haunches beside the girl. ‘Essie love, don’t. Don’t dwell on that, it does no good. What’s done be done. Best to let it lie.’

‘Best to let it lie?’ Her soft brown eyes widened with fresh pain as she turned her glance to a line of tall conifers edging the bottom of the garden, masking the flat green of the lawns surrounding Rowena House. ‘That is what he has done for sixteen years – let me lie here where I cannot be seen. Lie here, unwanted and forgotten...’

‘Shhh, Essie.’ Taking the girl in her arms, Miriam crooned softly, trying to ease the hurt, knowing she couldn’t, that nothing could take away the pain of what Jos Kerral had done to his own daughter. ‘Shh, my wench, try not to tek on, that man ain’t worth yer tears.’

‘No.’ Esther pushed away from her arms, decision straightening her shoulders. ‘That man is not worth any woman’s tears.’ She passed a finger over her cheek below her eyes and looked at the film of moisture that clung to it. ‘And I vow before God these are the last I will ever shed on his account.’

‘We could go for a turn in the gardens? It’s a lovely day.’ Miriam rose to her feet, a cold worm of fear nibbling at her insides as it did more and more often these days while watching Esther’s disappointment turn to resentment, and resentment to cold, challenging anger.

‘Yes.’ Esther dried her finger on her handkerchief. ‘A stroll in the garden would be nice, Miri.’

‘I’ll just wash these few crocks first.’ She turned thankfully back to her task of clearing away the remains of their meal, yet even as she wheeled everything into the kitchen instinct told her there was trouble in the air. Esther had appeared calm at her suggestion of a stroll but Miri knew better. Rejected and despised for all these years, the girl was close to breaking point.

Left alone in the dining room, Esther stared at the row of conifers standing like a line of green-uniformed dragons, guarding the house she was not allowed to enter, the house where she was born, the house her father had lived in for sixteen years without once seeing his daughter. The last time she had seen him she had been four years old. It took no effort for her to look back over the years to the day her mother had died.

Despite the sunlight tumbling in through tall windows, the house had seemed dark for days. She remembered asking so many times to see her mother but each time she had been shushed by her nurse and told her mama was sleeping. Then had come that afternoon. She had woken from her nap to find the nursery empty, her nurse nowhere to be seen. At first she had played with... yes, with large gaily painted wooden blocks, placing one on another until the line had fallen, sending one tumbling across the floor towards the open door. Her mama was through that door, her child’s mind had told her as she went to retrieve the block, she would go to see her. The fact that she met no maid as she made her way along the curved corridor that led to her mother’s bedroom held no significance for her four-year-old mind. She had been a few feet away from the door when it had opened and her father had stumbled out, a hand held across his eyes.

‘Papa.’

She had laughed up at him, her high piping voice echoing through the stillness of the house, and he had dropped his hand and turned towards her.

‘That thing!’ His voice had been evil in its low intensity, his face twisted with disgust as he watched her drag herself along on her bottom, her useless left leg trailing behind her. ‘That thing killed my wife!’ Suddenly he lunged forward, his booted foot kicking viciously at her legs and back. ‘That thing killed my wife... that thing killed my wife...’

‘Mr Kerral, stop!’ A woman in a white apron over a blue dress, a white cap standing high on her head, had run out of Mama’s bedroom, catching at Papa’s arm, trying to pull him away. But the foot had gone on kicking her until Miri had come flying along the corridor and scooped her into her arms, running with her back to the nursery, locking the door behind them. And all the time his frenzied shouts had followed: ‘That thing killed my wife... that thing killed my wife!’

That had been the last time Esther had set eyes on her father or he on her. She had been brought here to this house with only Miri to care for her, and here they had both stayed. It was only recently that she had learned the reason for her mother’s death. The doctors, it seemed, had diagnosed a malaise caused by her child’s crippled condition but Miri had declared that Mama had died from the consumption she was already suffering from on her marriage. Those doctors had been wrong, Miri said. The same doctors who had said Esther would never walk.

He had made sufficient allowance for the running of the house he had banished her to, that father of hers. Esther smiled coldly. Henry VIII had made allowances for the household of his daughters, Mary and the young Elizabeth, but that had not made them feel any more secure. They had suffered their father’s rejection as she had suffered hers; they had waited for the knock on the door as she waited; they had longed to be sent for, to be told of the love their father held for them, as she had, and they, like her, had wept long hours when that call did not come. But she would weep no more, she had cried her last for Josiah Kerral.

There had been no questions about her well-being, as there had been none regarding Miri’s household expenditure. Any extra items, such as the adult-sized bath chair Miri had requested when the one Esther had used for years finally became too small, were met immediately and Miri had managed to talk him into setting aside a tidy sum for Esther; she had dreaded the possibility of his remarrying and having other children and his first child being abandoned completely. The money had accumulated under the guidance of the owner of Long’s Bank, until now she was fairly wealthy in her own right. No, her father had not denied Esther money, only his love.

She had been given to Miri lock, stock and barrel, and Miri had loved her as her own child. That love had been doubled when Miri had married a school master who taught the children of the town in St Peter’s Church of England school on the green, whenever the local families could pay the threepence a week it cost to send them there, or when the ‘whipper in’ could catch them playing truant – which it seemed was not often. Playing away was a skill nurtured by every worker’s child in Darlaston and one that regularly defeated the school board man.

John Butler had taught Esther too, sitting at the table in the evening after supper, gently explaining when things seemed beyond her understanding, going again and again over a mathematical problem that threatened to defeat her until at last she defeated it; but mathematics and book learning had not been all he had taught her. He had taught her to use her brain to look logically at a problem, to search for its cause as well as its cure, and she had soaked up his teaching like a sponge soaks up water.

The only thing he could not teach her was how to walk, how to make her useless leg obey her, but he had refused to let it wither like a rotting tree branch. Every morning and every evening he had massaged her leg, matching the movements of his hands to little rhymes he’d made up to sing as he rubbed the wasted muscles.


‘I have finished with books,

With slate and with chalk,

Now with Esther and Miri

I’ll go for a walk...’



Esther’s lips moved to the remembered words of her favourite rhyme, one she’d sung so often with John:


Swing your leg high,

Swing your leg low,

Just one more swing and off we will go.

Off through the garden,

Down to the brook..

I like that much better

Than reading a book.



John Butler. Esther looked away across the garden to where the green-clothed conifers halted her gaze. He had loved her, had been the father that man in Rowena House had never been, and John Butler had taught her more than he knew. He had taught her how to take revenge, and some day she knew with certainty, some day the opportunity would come for her to use that learning. Some day her father would pay for the pain he had caused her.


Chapter Two

Ezra Cosmore watched the carriage drive up to the house. He had waited for Jos Kerral to make a move. It wouldn’t do to appear anxious for his son to marry the Kerral wench. That might cause the cat to smell a rat. No, better to let the overtures be made from the opposite side of the stage, let Kerral come to him with the proposals. After all, his child was the cripple. He was the one who would be hard put to find a match.

‘Mr Josiah Kerral, sir.’

‘Ah, Jos, ’ow bin you?’ Ezra nodded a dismissal to his man, extending his hand to the caller.

‘I’m well, Cosmore, well enough.’ Jos shook his hand then took the chair he was offered.

‘Glad to ’ear it.’ Ezra held a decanter of brandy questioningly in the air. ‘And your daughter?’

‘Well enough.’

Liar, thought Ezra, pouring two hefty measures of brandy into a pair of lead crystal tumblers and handing one to Kerral. I’ll bet you don’t bloody know if the wench be well or not, and you care even less. ‘To yer continuin’ good ’ealth,’ he said aloud, raising his own glass in salute.

Taking a mouthful of brandy, Josiah swallowed it then set the glass aside. ‘I won’t go all round the Wrekin, Cosmore, I’m here to talk about thy lad marryin’ my girl an’ I want the details settled now!’

‘Details?’ Ezra regarded him through wary eyes.

‘Arrh, details. You know an’ I know this weddin’ won’t tek place wi’out the wheels well greased. You won’t be lettin’ yer lad tek on a wife wi’out summat comes wi’ ’er, so let’s get that summat sorted out.’

Ezra took a pull from his tumbler, rolling the liquid around his mouth while appearing to think. ‘I can’t say as ’ow ’e would like me talkin’ for ’im,’ he said, swallowing the raw spirit.

‘That’s shit an’ you knows it, Cosmore,’ Jos said, an echo of the anger he felt at having to ask a man to marry his daughter showing through his words. If only she hadn’t been born a bloody cripple... if only she hadn’t been born at all. ‘An’ I don’t deal in it. We both know it’ll be yer word that is followed in the end, yer son’ll do as you tell ’im, so let’s ’ave no more about ’im talkin’ for ’isself. I’m ’ere to find out what you ’ave in mind.’

What I have in mind is all you’ve got, Ezra thought, watching the anger burn in the other man’s eyes. Aloud he said, ‘We must both see the young ’uns all right.’

‘How all right?’ Josiah waited. Ezra Cosmore would want more than to see his son ‘all right’ as he put it; he would want a great deal more.

‘I thought as ’ow when my son weds I would sign my business over to ’im. ’E would be the master of it an’ the profit would be ’is. An’ o’ course it goes wi’out sayin’ that ’e an’ is’n would live in this ’ouse along o’ me.’

‘And you think I should make over my own business the same way?’

Ezra sucked more of the spirit into his mouth, swishing it through his teeth. ‘I ain’t sayin’ any such.’ He allowed the liquid to trickle down his throat. ‘I can’t tell a man what to do wi’ what ’e owns.’

‘No, you can’t.’ Josiah watched as the glass was refilled, his own remaining untouched. He knew the ways of Ezra Cosmore. He had watched the man build up his nut and bolt works from a tumble-down shed, had watched him cheat and steal from any who would let him, but he wouldn’t cheat Josiah Kerral. ‘It’ll be a long day before another man gets all that belongs to me.’

‘Yer daughter belongs to you,’ Ezra eyed him over the rim of his tumbler, ‘an’ if you expects a man to tek a cripple off yer ’ands, then you ’ave to be prepared to pay for it.’

Josiah’s fingers curled into his palms as he pushed back the anger that sat in his throat like a hard ball. ‘She will come with a fair settlement. The man that teks her won’t lose by it.’

‘Maybe not, unless you counts the drag a crippled wife can place on a man’s social life. Then there be a family to consider. Who’s to say ’er might not be able to ’ave children, Jos? Think of the effect of that. A man workin’ all ’is life to build up a respectable livin’, only to ’ave no child of ’is own to pass it on to.’

‘That is a risk that comes wi’ all marriages, yers and mine included. Women don’t come with a guarantee of fertility pinned to their bodice.’

‘True, Jos, true.’ Ezra held his tumbler to the light, watching it glint on the amber liquid. ‘But wi’ some the risk be stronger than wi’ others.’

‘An’ it’ll tek my business to alleviate that risk?’

‘It could go a long way towards it.’

The curve of Josiah’s mouth could have been called a smile but Ezra had seen it before when the man had been crossed or pushed too far; he had seen it and now he recognised it for a snarl. ‘You will find it easier to catch a cold in ’ell than to get yer ’ands on what’s mine.’

Now Ezra smiled, eyes almost swamped by fat. ‘That could also apply to yer gettin’ a ‘usband for that wench o’ yern. Think on it, Jos. Lads won’t exactly be kickin’ yer door in, I’ll be bound. ’Ow many ’ave asked for ’er, eh? ’Ow many?’

‘Your lad be the first,’ Josiah admitted. It would do no good to lie. Darlaston was a small town and Ezra Cosmore’s influence reached every part of it one way or another.

‘The first, you say, Josiah?’ Ezra drained his brandy. ‘Wouldn’t it be more accurate to say the only one?’

‘See here, Cosmore.’ Josiah’s anger mounted dangerously. ‘We ’ave beat about the bush long enough. Either you say what is satisfactory to you to let this marriage go ahead or I’ll tell you good day now.’

Placing his empty glass on an ornate sofa table, Ezra eyed his fellow industrialist. Josiah Kerral had started out as he himself had, without two halfpennies for a penny, working every hour God sent to build up his copper and brass foundry out near James Bridge then branching into axles and wheels for the building of new-fangled motors. He should be worth a copper or two now, and a few of them coppers were destined to pull Cosmore Nut and Bolt out of the mire. ‘Well now, Josiah.’ Ezra leaned forward in his chair. ‘I’ll tell you what be acceptable to me... mind, that isn’t to say my son will find it so but it will sugar the pill as they say. I will settle all of my business on my lad if you settle half of yers on yer daughter. All of mine to only half of yer’n – that be more than fair.’

‘As you say, Cosmore, more than fair.’ Josiah got to his feet. ‘More than fair on yer side. Half of my business would swallow yer’n an’ leave no trace. I’ll bid you good day.’

‘The master said to tell you ’e wants to see you.’

‘What for?’ Miri looked at the young man, breeches tucked into gaiters that smelled of the stables.

‘’Ow should I know?’ he answered her question with one of his own.

‘’E ain’t never sent for me afore.’

The lad grinned, showing a gap between his two front teeth. ‘I don’t know about that, missis, but ’e be sendin’ for you now right enough.’

‘Did ’e tell you ’isself? To come ’ere an’ tell me to go see ’im?’ Miri was still uncertain of the message she had just been given.

‘Not ’isself ’e didn’t.’ The stable boy stared around him at the bright kitchen with its plate-laden dresser and well-polished range. ‘It were Evans – ’e be the butler, like – well, it was ’im told me to bring that message. An’ ’e wouldn’t ’ave said if ’n the master ’adn’t asked ’im to, would ’e?’

‘No, no, o’ course ’e wouldn’t.’

‘Well then, I’ve told you so I’d best be gettin’ back. Shall I tell Mr Evans you will be callin’?’

‘Yes.’ Miri nodded, still bemused by the suddenness of the summons.

‘Best mek it quick, missis,’ the lad added, his grin fading. ‘If old Kerral says a thing is to be, it ’as to be done fast. ’E don’t tek kindly to bein’ kept waitin’. Is’n ain’t the easiest o’ tempers.’

Miri could have told him she was well aware of the trend Josiah Kerral’s temper could take but instead she merely nodded, watching the lad sprint towards the screen of trees that kept a daughter’s life separate from that of her father. What did he want? She continued to stare in the direction of the conifers. Not once in sixteen years, and not often in the four that went before, had he enquired after the child born to his wife in the first year of her coming to Rowena House.

Jos Kerral was well on his way by then, his works thriving and thirty or more men labouring in them. Not for him a Darlaston wench. He was going up in the world and his marriage was intended to reflect that. But things had soon turned sour for Jos Kerral; the smoke-grimed air of the Black Country town had not suited his wife, coming as she did from the fields of Worcester, and soon after their child was born she had taken to her bed with consumption, and from that day he had blamed a helpless child. So why now? For it would be of the girl he would be wanting to know, Miri well knew. Questions mingling with her memories she turned back to her tasks in the kitchen. She would go to the house, but what would she do if he ordered his daughter to return?

‘Where did you say you were going?’

Miri set the tea tray she had prepared beside Esther then poured out a cup, handing it to the girl. ‘Across to the ’ouse. I ’ad a message sayin’ as I be wanted over there.’

Esther set her cup down sharply, making it rattle in its saucer. ‘You are wanted at Rowena House? For what?’

‘Lad didn’t say.’

‘Who has sent for you, Miri? Is it my father?’

‘Can’t be nobody else. That stable lad said as Mr Evans sent ’im across ’ere wi’ the message, but stands to reason it can’t ’ave bin nobody else tellin’ me I was to call ’ceptin’ yer father.’

Esther stared unseeing at the roses bobbing beyond the sitting-room window. Why now, after all these years? What had aroused an interest her father had never shown before? What were his intentions towards her, for it was a certainty the reason for his seeing Miri involved herself? She had been unable to speak for herself all those years ago when he had banned her from his home and his life, but things were different now. Esther Kerral was no longer four years old. She had lain awake at night planning what she would say, what she would do, should the opportunity to come face to face with her father ever arise. And now it had! Steeling herself for argument, she looked steadily at Miri. ‘I am coming with you,’ she said.

‘You be what?’ Miri looked up from pouring her own tea.

Esther kept her air of calm resolution. ‘I am coming with you.’

Letting the teapot almost fall back on to the tray, Miri stared at the girl, seeing her lovely face tauten with determination. It would be madness to let her go to Rowena House, to bring her face to face with a man who despised her, who had done his best to eradicate her from his life. To bring them together now would only encourage trouble, for Esther had inherited his stubbornness, the same strength of will. She would not be so easily written off a second time. ‘I don’t think that be a good idea,’ said Miri.

‘Good or not, I intend to come.’

‘But, Essie,’ Miri employed the name she had used since Esther’s baby days, ‘we don’t know what ’e wants.’

‘What better way to find out than to ask?’

‘Then let me be the one does the askin’.’

‘No, Miri.’ Esther shook her head. ‘This time I intend to speak for myself.’

‘But it be me ’e ’as asked to see,’ Miri protested. ‘’E won’t tek kindly to anybody else bargin’ in.’

‘You mean he will not take kindly to his crippled daughter having the temerity to show her face in his house? Then I am afraid he will have to take to it unkindly for I am going to see him, Miri.’

‘Ee, Essie, me wench, you don’t know ’im. You don’t know what ’e be like when ’e’s angered.’

Esther smiled but her brown eyes were empty. ‘Then I am about to add to my education.’

‘Esther,’ Miriam sat down heavily, fear obvious in her face, ‘think what you be about. For sixteen years I’ve done my best to keep you from his sight, thinkin’ that be the best way to protect you, and my John agreed wi’ me. For you to go to ’im now might undo all we’ve done. It can only provoke ’im, then God alone knows what ’e might do.’

Leaning forward, Esther touched a hand to that of the woman who had spent her life caring for her. ‘You have always done what you saw as being in my best interests, Miri, you and John. But is it still in my best interests to go on hiding me away as though I were some cancerous sore? The two of you gave me love where my father gave me none. You gave me knowledge and guidance. Now I ask you to give me understanding. Facing my father is something I have to do if I am to have any self-respect. John would have understood that. He taught me that turning my back on a problem was no way to solve it, and the problem that exists between me and my father must be resolved if I am ever to have any sort of life.’

‘I know ’ow you feel, me wench.’ Miri’s face reflected the pity she felt for the girl whose life was bound to a wheelchair. ‘But is this the right time? You go tacklin’ ’im now an’ we might both end up on the street.’

‘Is there ever a right time?’ Esther asked. ‘And as for us finishing up on the streets, it might be all to the good. Let everyone in Darlaston know Jos Kerral has a crippled daughter.’

Miri took Esther’s hand in both of hers, the fear in her eyes potent. ‘Ee, me wench, I ’ope you knows what you be doin’. If only John was livin’...’

‘It will be all right, Miri.’ Esther smiled, and this time her expression was tinged with love. ‘John taught me well, I know what I must do. Now, if you will get my shawl we will go to Rowena House. Oh, and Miri, you will tell my father nothing! Promise me?’

‘I promise.’ Miri stood up. ‘’E will learn nothing from me.’

‘What did he offer?’ Morgan Cosmore helped himself to bacon and devilled kidneys from the dishes on the sideboard. ‘What did Kerral offer for me to act as stallion to his cripple?’

‘’E ain’t exactly med no offer.’ Ezra tucked into his breakfast. His son had delayed leaving for the pleasures of London on hearing of Kerral’s visit; getting him to delay further depended on how convincing Ezra could make the next few minutes.

‘Made no offer!’ Morgan’s plate hit the polished mahogany of the dining table with a thump. ‘But you said...’

‘I knows what I said,’ Ezra cut in, ‘an’ I meant it. Jos Kerral will mek over half ’is interests to you on marriage to that wench o’ is’n.’

‘That’s what you say.’ Morgan glanced scathingly at the heavily jowled face of his father.

‘Arrh, that is what I bloody say,’ Ezra scowled, ‘an’ it will be that way. But we ’ave to play patient. Rushin’ a fence can ruin the jump. Just give Kerral ’is ’ead an’ we’ll ’ave ’im clear over the top afore ’e knows ’e’s left the ground.’

‘And the purse for the rider?’ Morgan looked up from his plate. ‘It’s the guineas as well as the laurels, is it, Father?’

‘O’ course.’ Ezra swallowed coffee that was half brandy. ‘You won’t go short in the cash stakes.’

‘How much?’ Morgan asked bluntly. ‘How much for riding a crippled mount?’

‘’Alf of Kerral’s engineering business.’ Ezra swallowed the remaining heavily laced coffee and signed for his cup to be refilled from the tall silver pot placed beside him on the table. ‘An’ a cash settlement on the side.’

‘What sort of cash are we talking?’ Morgan asked, first swallowing a mouthful of kidney.

Ezra’s eyes folded away behind a screen of flesh. How much would this work-shy, self-centred bastard of a son settle for? ‘’E talked of a thousand a year.’ It was a lie but Ezra was gambling on its being swallowed. If Cosmore Nut and Bolt was to survive he had to have Jos Kerral’s money. ‘Not enough!’ Morgan lifted a forkful of bacon to his mouth.

‘Not e-bloody-nough!’ Ezra adopted a tone of astonishment. ‘Not enough! A thousand a year for sittin’ on yer arse an’ you tell me it ain’t enough?’

‘You have that wrong, Father.’ Morgan touched his lips precisely with a perfectly laundered napkin, his movements calculated to annoy. ‘The money will not be payment for sitting on my arse but rather for lying on my face. That is the more usual way of servicing a woman, though not the most stimulating. And in this case there will be little enough of stimulation, don’t you agree?’

‘No, I bloody don’t agree!’ Ezra’s hold on his temper began to slip.

‘Really?’ Morgan folded his napkin, keeping his movements deliberately controlled, knowing they would serve to send his father’s temper through the roof. ‘Perhaps you know something I do not? Tell me... how well do you know Kerral’s daughter?’

Ezra held the coffee cup to his mouth, the fumes of hot brandy wafting to his nostrils. He supposed there must once have been some sort of affection between him and the man sitting alongside him, but if there had been it had long since died. Were it not for the fact that he needed Kerral’s money, he would tell this son of his to bugger off back to London and stay there. Darlaston might be a blot on the map but it would be altogether better off without him. ‘You keep that kind o’ shit between yer teeth or...’

‘Now, now, Father.’ Morgan flapped the folded napkin. ‘No more threats, please, they don’t frighten me any more.’

‘No!’ Ezra’s face purpled as he fought to hold on to his sliding temper. ‘But this should. Last month seen off the last of the money I ’ave, an’ that means the last of what you can expect. The ’ands at the works will be laid off come Friday wi’ bugger all of the wages owed to ’em, an’ that won’t be no party you would like an invite to. If I knows anythin’ about that lot they be like to set the place alight then come ’ere an’ do the same to this ’ouse, so if I was you I would forget tryin’ to force Kerral to up ’is offer an’ tek what you can while the tekin’ be good for you.’

‘Or for you.’ Morgan added sugar and cream to his own brandy-free coffee, spoon tinkling against the china as he stirred. ‘That is what you really mean, isn’t it, Father? Take what is on offer from Kerral for your good, for without that man’s money Ezra Cosmore is finished.’

‘Arrh, I’m bloody finished,’ Ezra roared, smashing his cup into its saucer, sending fragments of china flying like wind-blown spume across the polished surface of the table. ‘But what ’appens to me ’appens to you, you’d best remember that. I finish up on the shit pile an’ you’ll be alongside me, listenin’ to the same blue-arsed flies buzzin’ round yer ’ead, each of us squealin’ for money we ain’t got.’

‘Not we, Father.’ Morgan reached for a toothpick from the silver container placed between them. ‘My name, I am certain, will appear nowhere on the deeds for anything you possess, you will have made sure of that. It is true I will have nothing, and that will include taking no responsibility for your debts. So you see, Father, you can no longer gain advantage from using threats.’

He was playing near the edge and it would almost be worth losing to see his father go under, but almost was not quite. He wanted to see Ezra get his comeuppance but if his father failed in this latest venture, then Morgan’s allowance failed too, and though it galled him to admit it, his friends in London would no longer be so friendly if he was poor.

‘So what do I tell Jos Kerral?’ Ezra’s fist followed the cup, hitting the table hard. ‘That you won’t tek ’is wench, you won’t marry ’is daughter?’

That was what Morgan wanted to say. He wanted to tell Kerral to use his money to buy some other stud, but to do so would be cutting his own throat; a thousand a year was far below the sum he had hoped to acquire on marrying any woman, the only drawback to his plan being that no other offer had been made. As yet it seemed no family was desperate enough to ally themselves with the Cosmores – and that, if he worked it right, could be his winning card. If Kerral had contacted his father with a view to arranging a marriage then Kerral had obviously reached the stage of desperation, and that in its turn meant he, Morgan, might be able to dictate the financial terms of the situation. He told himself he’d settle for twice what was currently on offer. Placing the napkin beside his plate he stared at it for a moment then looked up to see his father’s eyes fixed on his face. ‘You can tell Kerral that if he wants to buy a husband for his cripple it will cost half his business plus an allowance of two thousand pounds a year.’

‘Two... two thousand!’ Ezra spluttered, freckling plate and napkin with brown spots of coffee. ‘Am you bloody mad? ’E’ll never pay that.’

‘How do you know if you never put it to him?’

‘It’s nothin’ but a waste o’ bloody time even thinkin’ on such a thing. Two thousand a year? Kerral will never stand for that.’

‘Depends on who else he has asked, how many refusals he has been given.’

‘I don’t know as ’e ’as asked anybody else,’ Ezra mused. ‘If ’e ’ad approached anybody in Darlaston, or Wednesbury for that matter, I would ’ave got wind of it an’ I ain’t, not a breath.’

‘Then perhaps we are not just the first to be propositioned, perhaps we will be the only ones?’ Morgan smiled. ‘Maybe ours is the only family Kerral is prepared to ally his daughter with. Now there is something I never thought to see.’

‘What?’ Ezra looked bemused. ‘What is summat you never thought to see?’

‘You and me, Father,’ Morgan’s smile gave way to a laugh, ‘you and me selected above the rest.’ He laughed again, the noise of it ringing off the panelled walls. ‘How does it feel? How does it feel to be one of the chosen people?’
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