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Chapter One

‘Are you mad?’

Carver Felton stared at his brother.

‘If you’re thinking to marry that wench then you are mad. Stark, staring, raving, bloody mad!’

‘No, Carver, I am not mad, but I am going to marry her.’

Steps long and easy, carrying his lithe frame with an almost feline grace, Carver crossed to one book-lined wall of the octagonal-shaped library. Selecting a book he flipped it open, dark eyes following words that failed to register on his mind.

Seventeen years older than his brother, he had been appointed his guardian by their father’s will, but that guardianship might well be ending sooner than Carver had anticipated. He had been given guardianship:


... until my son, Paul Beaufort Felton, reach the age of twenty-one years, at which time he shall enter into the inheritance I bequeath him. That being Beaufort House and estate together with co-ownership of all Felton works and businesses. In the event of the marriage of my son, Paul Beaufort Felton, taking place before his reaching the age of twenty-one years, the said inheritance is to become his on that wedding day...



The age of twenty-one years or that wedding day... Carver continued to stare blindly at the book.

‘So!’ Snapping it shut he tossed it casually aside, glance lifting to his brother. ‘You are going to marry this Price wench. By whose say so? I am your legal guardian for twelve months yet, you cannot marry without my consent and I am not about to give it.’

‘But why?’

Paul frowned, bringing finely arched brows together over a well-shaped nose, his brown eyes questioning.

‘Why? You ask why?’ Carver met question with question, a tactic he’d used often before with his brother. ‘Can you really be so naïve? The wench is a nothing, a nobody. She lives along Doe Bank. That alone should tell you why I refuse to allow you to marry her.’

‘She can’t help where she was born!’

Carver’s smile at this defence was harsh with contempt.

‘Neither can I. But I can prevent her from thinking to better herself by marrying above her. She’ll not be moving to Beaufort House and her bridegroom will not be you. She’s not of your class, Paul. Take her to bed if you want to, ride her as often as the mood strikes you. But as for marrying her, forget it!’

A frown deepening across his brow, Paul Felton looked hard at his stepbrother. Born of different mothers, not only was their physical appearance different but their whole temperament too. Seventeen years was a wide enough gap to cause distance between two brothers; they had not grown together as children, never seemed to form the bond of brotherhood, never developed similarities in thought and action that marked them as family. Carver was harsh in his dealings with other men, especially if those dealings threatened the business of which he had held sole charge for nine years. But he, Paul, was not just another man, he was Carver’s brother. Though since when had that made any difference? To Carver he must always be a child, shown no indulgence to choose his own way. Well, in this he would.

‘That is what you would do, is it, Carver?’ His stare brown ice he held his brother’s gaze. ‘Take what you want from a woman then forget her!’

Carver’s mouth was a cold contemptuous curve, one dark brow raised. ‘You can always leave her a shilling for her services. You can be sure it is more than she will be paid by any man in Doe Bank or any place else in Wednesbury.’

‘Those other men including yourself, no doubt?’

The smile remaining, Carver gave a half nod. ‘Should I stoop so low as to acquaint myself with a woman from that end of the social scale then I would deem a shilling to be a high price to pay.’

‘So social scale has a bearing on morality?’ Paul asked, allowing his feelings to freeze his words.

‘On mine, no.’ Carver’s smile widened. ‘But on my immorality, then definitely yes. I take a little more care in the choosing of those with whom I share my bed.’

‘Making no preference as to whether or not they be another man’s wife.’

‘You have been most observant, brother. It would have been churlish of me to refuse... but there, I must not name the lady.’

‘Lady!’ The word burst furiously from Paul as he watched his brother sink easily into a leather armchair. ‘You call Cara Holgate a lady? I think a better term would be whore. The only difference between her and the lowest woman of the streets is the clothes she wears.’

Leaning back in his chair, Carver watched the anger play over his brother’s face. Paul did not often cross verbal swords with him. That wench must have a stronger hold than he’d thought!

‘That is a distinction I cannot make.’ He crossed one leg over the other, the languorous deception of it hiding deep irritation. ‘You see, I have not indulged myself with a woman of the streets. But it appears you have. How else could you make the comparison? I know the woman at the lower end of the scale but who I wonder was... is... the counter balance?’

‘There is no counter balance!’ Paul felt the blood drive furiously through his veins.

‘No.’ Carver ran a finger along the immaculate crease of his grey cashmere trousers. ‘There is only Emma. The daughter of a coal miner. Tut-tut, dear brother, I hardly call that experience enough on which to base a judgement.’

‘I don’t need the experience of the likes of Cara Holgate to make my judgement or my choice.’

‘Maybe not!’ Carver’s smile disappeared, his brows pulling together as his foot found the floor, ‘and you don’t need a slut of a miner’s daughter for a wife. I have told you, forget Emma Price.’

‘You have told me!’

Eyes burning, his whole body tense, Paul glared at the figure still seated in the comfortable chair.

‘And that is supposed to be an end to it, is it? Master Paul must be a good boy, Master Paul must not ask for things his brother has said he cannot have. That is how it has been for nine years Carver, my whole life dictated by you, my very thoughts ruled by your decree. But not any more. You will not tell me what I can or cannot do. From now on I am my own man, Carver. I will make my own decisions and one of them is to marry Emma!’

Holding tight to the anger that strained the leash of patience, Carver chose instead to smile, the same infuriatingly mocking smile that proved such an efficient weapon against his brother whenever he tried to assert himself.

Looking at him now, eyes cold as black ice held none of the smile but all of the mockery. ‘As always, Paul, you do not have things quite right. I only hope the next twelve months will see a change for the better, that by the time you take your place in the Felton business you will have learned to think things through more clearly. But...’ Carver lifted his shoulders in an eloquent shrug ‘... until that change takes place, I will just have to continue to set you straight. You are not yet a man, regardless of the antics you may have performed with your Wednesbury trollop. Until you are of legal age you will continue to do as I say, you will abide by my decisions, and it is my decision you have no more to do with that wench. You will not see her, speak to her, or in any way communicate with her.’

‘You can’t forbid...’

‘Oh, but I can.’ Cutting quietly across Paul’s furious interruption, Carver rose from his chair, the two inches of his superior height seeming more dominant as he moved towards the door. ‘I can forbid it and I do. And you, dear brother, would be well advised to do exactly as I say.’

The door half open he turned, glance wandering over his brother’s face. This time no smile touched his mouth.

‘Remember, Paul, for the next year I am your legal guardian. Your life is mine to do with as I think best. And if I think it best... for your own good, of course... to have you confined to an institution, then that I will do. Think it over, brother, and this time think it through. All the way through!’

‘Twelve months will pass, Carver. It will pass and then you will have no more jurisdiction over me. I will marry Emma, she will be mistress of Beaufort House. That you can do nothing about for the house is mine under Father’s will.’

Carver watched his own fingers move dextrously over a grey silk cravat as he fastened it about his neck.

Paul had flung those words at him this morning after yet one more altercation over that damned wench.

The cravat fastened, he slipped into a matching figured silk waistcoat then reached for a deep plum-coloured jacket.

His brother had found himself more than a trollop, he had found his own feet. From now on it would become increasingly more difficult to impose restrictions upon him. But it was no empty threat he himself had made a week since. Money could be made to do anything, including committing a sane man to an asylum; and Carver had money enough to pay for anything.

He glanced at himself in the long dressing mirror. Paul could marry, that was of no real concern to him, but marriage to the Price wench was out of the question. Even had she been the richest of the rich there would still have been no marriage.

Reaching for the calfskin gloves laid ready for him, Carver’s mouth tightened as familiar thoughts pushed into his mind bringing the same old resentment.

He was the first-born. Felton’s was rightfully his, in its entirety. Not a half, not a shared portion, but all of it. That was his birthright.

‘A mess of pottage’. The quotation rang in his mind. The biblical Esau had been deprived of his heritage for a bowl of broth, but Carver Felton would not be so easily robbed. Their father had thought to divide not the business perhaps but certainly the running of it. He had thought that the terms of his will safe-guarded that intention. But their father had made a mistake, the mistake of appointing Carver his brother’s keeper. He would share his authority with no man, and if that meant having his brother locked away, then so be it.

And the wench, the drudge his brother had hoped to make his wife? Carver smiled into the mirror. He must be prepared to make some small concession. The girl would be taken care of.

‘I tell you, Emma, nothing can come of this, nothing but heartache, ain’t no coal master’s son going to look for a wife among the like of us.’

Emma Price’s lovely face creased into a smile lighting midsummer blue eyes.

‘Paul has already asked me to be his wife, Mother, we will be married as soon as Father says I might.’

Turning from the pot in which she had been stirring broth for the evening meal, Mary Price stared at her eldest living child. Emma was so beautiful, with hair the colour of wheat and a complexion like a lily fresh bathed with the dew of the morning, was it any wonder she had caught the eye of the Felton lad? But catch his eye or his fancy there would be no marriage made there. Want it he might, but what of his family? They would certainly harbour no Doe Bank wench.

‘So he’s asked you to be his wife.’ The wooden spoon she had been using dripped gravy onto the floor but Mary had forgotten it. ‘That be one question he’s asked and one you seem agreed to; but what of the other?’

‘Other?’ Emma looked up from the pastry she was rolling. ‘What other question?’

Mary felt a tug at her heart. Both of her daughters were pretty and she loved them both; but not equally. She had a feeling for Emma she had not had for the children who’d been taken from her, and one she did not feel for Carrie. Oh she loved her younger girl, of course she did, but not with the depth of feeling she had for Emma. Now seeing the shadow that forever stalked women of their class looming close to her daughter she felt that strong, protective love burn hot in her veins.

‘The question of you lying with him, of you being a wife to him afore the ring be on your finger.’

Mary saw the slow tide of colour rise in her daughter’s cheeks and a sharp stab of anger and despair shot through her. Was it already too late, had Felton already taken what he was really after? Doubtless that was all it could be. To him, Emma would be no more than an entertainment, a pastime to be cast aside once he tired of it... or when it became an embarrassment.

‘Paul has not asked... asked any such question.’ The flush in her cheeks burned bright but Emma’s eyes, as they rested on her mother’s face, were cool and steady. ‘He would never ask such a thing, he would not even think it.’

‘All men think it.’ Mary’s glance turned inward, remembering. All men think it and many ask it, but how many stand by the consequence? Pushing back the ghosts of the past she looked again at Emma and this time her own faded blue eyes suddenly shone with an intense new burst of life. ‘Tell me Emma, tell me true, has Felton laid with you?’

Her own love answering her mother’s, Emma felt no resentment or shame at the question, only a strange turning of the heart, a deep wrenching inside as she looked at the thin lined face.

‘No, Mother.’ She answered softly. ‘Paul has not lain with me.’

Across the room Mary Price’s eyes glowed with a passion they had not held for twenty years, and her words came with a low almost ferocious urgency.

‘Then you must not! No man is a saint, they all gets the urge, some stronger than others. It be a sweet pain that drives and drives, a hunger that gnaws until they has to satisfy it. The promise of a wedding ring is many a man’s route to paradise and many a woman’s road to hell. Take heed of what I says Emma, take heed of your mother for I be treading that road still. Keep what you can give only once, keep it until the ring be on your finger and the sheet you soil be on the marriage bed. Be no man’s whore no matter what the promises he makes. Give me your word, Emma, give me your word.’

Despair and sadness vivid colours that painted every word, Mary stared hard at her daughter but in her mind she saw a different, younger face; a face drawn with fear and washed with tears.

‘Be no man’s whore,’ she whispered, ‘for heartbreak be the payment they give, sorrow and shame the coinage they use, and the woman has a lifetime in the spending of it.’

Her fingers suddenly trembling, Mary dropped the spoon bringing her hand to cover her face, long shuddering sobs shaking her thin body.

Ignoring the flour on her hands, Emma ran to her mother, flinging her arms about her, understanding for the first time the full rawness of the pain always present in her tired face, the sadness haunting her weary eyes. But what had caused so much sadness and pain, what was it haunted her mother?

‘You have my promise Mother,’ she murmured, her fingers stroking the hair that had long lost its lustre. ‘You have my promise.’

But Mary did not hear; she heard only the words followed by heartless laughter: ‘What else can you expect? You play the whore, you get treated as a whore...’

‘But I was not a whore...’

Emma felt her nerves tighten as she caught her mother’s whisper. ‘I was not a whore. There was no man but him. I loved him, I loved Luke Carter, and he said he loved me, that we would marry in the summer. “Lie with me, Mary,” was what he asked. “Show me the love you have for me,” was what he said. But when the new life quickened within me he turned from me, he would not marry a whore...’

Sobs cutting off the words, Emma held her mother tight in her arms, the dreadful implication of what she had just said hitting her with the force of a blow.

Luke Carter, her mother had said. She had lain with a man named Luke Carter. But her husband was Caleb Price! Her mother had known two men. Emma felt a tremor in her knees. Which of the two was her father? Was she Caleb Price’s daughter or Mary Price’s bastard?

Her sobs quieting, Mary sank to a chair, her hands closing about Emma’s as she dropped to her knees. ‘I know what you be thinking, what everybody thought when they found I was pregnant and no man to take me...’

‘No, Mother.’ Her eyes glistening with tears that were more for her mother’s pain than her own fear, Emma pressed her cheek to the thin hands. ‘I am not thinking what others may have thought, you are my mother and I love you. What happened when you were younger makes no difference.’

‘Oh, but it does, it will.’ Mary looked at the head bent over her hands, at the shining pale gold hair so like her own had once been. ‘The stigma is never allowed to die, it passes from woman to child, an unjust heritage; and that heritage will be used against you, used to keep you in misery should what I did so long ago ever be brought to light.’

A heritage of shame. The words branded themselves on Emma’s brain. She was not the daughter of Caleb Price. She was another man’s love child! But where was the love when that man had turned his back on her mother?

‘It will not matter that you are not the fruit of my transgression, of my wrongdoing; that will not deter the hand that is raised against you, stop the tongue that speaks ill of you. Should it be known you are the daughter of a woman left in shame then that shame will become yours, such is the way of this world.’ Releasing her hands, Mary cupped them about her daughter’s face, reading the uncertainty in those lovely eyes, her own heart crying out afresh at the thought of how soon that must give way to condemnation, to disgust.

‘You might not be thinking what others have thought.’ She spoke softly but her eyes cried out to her daughter from the depths of her soul. ‘But should the time come when you are tempted to think in such a way, then remember what I say to you now. Before God and before heaven I tell you, you are not the child folk may say you are. You are not my first-born, though you be the first I bore of Caleb Price. You are his true daughter though he has always fear of the truth of that. He took me knowing I had given birth to another man’s son, a child that lived barely a month. In twenty years he has not forgiven. Once a whore, always a whore is Caleb Price’s thinking.’

‘But you were married!’

‘Yes, we were married.’ Mary gave a half smile that was as heartbreaking to see as her sobs had been to hear. ‘But the condemnation never stopped, the judgement sentence never fully served. In the eyes of Caleb I could never be trusted. He could never be sure the babes I carried were his. His fears have cast a coldness over this house, one that can never be warmed. It killed what love I could have felt for him, killed it nigh on twenty years gone. You, Emma, were the only one of his children gotten in tenderness, a tenderness that died long before your carrying was done. Mistrust and bitterness was his marriage gift to me. I suppose I could expect no other in exchange for a dowry of shame.’

‘But you have not...’

‘No, not once in twenty years.’ Mary smiled through a film of tears. ‘I have looked in no direction but that of Caleb Price, but bitterness be a hard taskmaster and jealousy a cruel mistress. Your father danced at their bidding until they became second nature to him. Had he even wanted to shake them off it soon became impossible and they have lodged in this house ever since, a grinding obsession of his he will not forsake until we are both carried out in a box.’

‘But surely Father must know?’ Emma stared up at her mother. ‘He must know you would never be untrue to him.’

Mary touched her lips first to the soft gold of her daughter’s hair, then dropped her hands to her lap. ‘He knows. But the seeds of doubt are strong. They flourish in the driest of ground, and once sown can never be fully harvested. Caleb has his beliefs and I have my bitter harvest. But you, Emma, you must never go the way I trod, you must give yourself to none but the man who weds you, and then not until after the marriage lines be signed. Remember that when next a man smiles into your eyes and takes your hand in his.’

Half an hour later, her hands washed and a cup of tea made for her mother, Emma returned to her baking.

She would not forget what Mary had told her, but she need have no fear that the same pain would be hers. Paul was not of that breed. He would not ask her to give herself before marriage and certainly would not leave her should she expect his child. Paul Felton loved her, and tonight when they met he would tell her so again. It would shine in his eyes, ring in his voice as he asked her father’s permission to marry her.

Rolling pastry on a floured board, Emma glanced at her mother, thin shoulders hunched as she stared into the fire. Caleb Price had married her knowing she had borne a child by another man, but what had motivated him to do so? Had it been pity for a young girl reviled by others? Was it charity?

Lining an enamelled dish with pastry, Emma filled it with chopped mutton and potato.

Watching her mother rise, steps slow as she walked into the scullery, Emma guessed it was neither of those things. Caleb Price had brought no happiness and precious little comfort to the girl he had married, his continued fault finding and demanding ways making her old before her time. No, he had not married to comfort her but to satisfy his own desires, the greatest of which was to be seen as a pious, godly man.

Placing a pastry lid over the dish, Emma crimped the edges with a vengeful thumb. The only one he cared for was himself, the only religion he followed was his own. Caleb Price was god in his own kingdom.

But her own marriage would not be like that. Paul Felton loved her. There would be no unhappiness for her, no stigma in the eyes of the world. Hers would be no dowry of shame.


Chapter Two

Emma picked up the empty basket with one hand, the other lifting her shawl over her head.

‘It be a kindly thing you do, bringing me a pie every week.’

Jerusha Paget followed Emma to the door of the tiny back-to-back house, its rear joined to an identical house. They were two in a block of eight, each damper, colder and more rat-infested than its neighbour.

‘I only wish it could be more.’ Emma’s answering smile was filled with sympathy.

‘Nay, wench, your family has precious little as it is. We as serves the Feltons all be in the same boat. Work a man ’til he drops and then to buggery with him, that be their way. They have love for nobody ’cepting themselves.’

Emma felt the sting of those words but even so could not deny them. But Paul had told her of his plans to alter the living conditions of the miners’ families; told her of all he intended to do once he reached his majority. Once he was twenty-one he would have a full say in the Felton business and that included how its workers were housed and treated. But until that time, he had said, she should say nothing to any of them.

But why? Emma tucked the corners of the shawl tighter beneath her small breasts. Was it because of his brother? She knew from odd snatches of conversation that Paul had a brother. He never discussed him, not even saying his name, but she knew it. Carver Felton. That name was all too familiar, she’d heard it often enough, spat out by the men of Doe Bank. But she had never seen him. What was he like, the brother of Paul’s, and why had she not been taken to meet him?

‘I will call again next week.’ Emma glanced over the woman’s shoulder to the iron-framed bed that occupied most of the poky room. ‘I hope Mr Paget will be better by then.’

‘That be a hope we will both be denied,’ Jerusha answered quietly. ‘But there be more will be denied you yet.’ Drawing the plain gold band from the third finger of her left hand she held it towards Emma. ‘This be all I have to give you, Emma Price, but had I riches a-plenty I could not give you anything that will be of more use to you in the days that lie afore you.’

‘I don’t want anything, Mrs Paget.’

‘I knows that.’ Jerusha nodded. ‘What you have done for me and my man been offered from the kindness of your heart; you have shared what little you have and now I am doing the same.’

‘No.’ Embarrassed, Emma took a step away. ‘I can’t... I won’t. That is your wedding ring.’

‘Arrh, that’s what it be.’ Jerusha stared down at the circle of gold held between thumb and forefinger. ‘That be the ring Jacob Paget set on my finger forty years ago and one I vowed would not leave it until the day him and me were parted.’

‘Then you must keep it.’ Emma felt relieved. She could not accept payment for a few pies, hard as it had been for her to stretch the housekeeping so as to give them.

‘Until the day him and me were parted.’ Jerusha’s tired eyes lifted, and in the slant of the evening sun Emma could see the pain in their depths. ‘That day be here. By the dawn Jacob will be with the Lord and I will have no further need of this.’

‘Please, Mrs Paget, you must not think like that.’ Emma pushed the ring away. ‘Your husband will...’

‘Be with the Lord.’ Jerusha smiled, a brief sad smile that accepted life as it had been set out for her. ‘I know what I know and that be part of it. But I also know that you will have need of this ring, and of the protection it can afford.’

Grabbing Emma’s wrist, she pulled her hand free of the shawl. Pressing the ring into the girl’s palm, she folded each finger firmly over it.

‘Take it, Emma Price,’ she murmured. ‘Take my gift to you and remember Jerusha Paget when the time comes for you to wear it.’

Emma usually enjoyed the two-mile walk from Plovers Croft to Doe Bank even though it always meant hurrying to reach the house before her father got home from work. Caleb’s pretended piety did not extend to the giving away of anything, he would not take kindly to her taking food to the Pagets.

But this evening she found no pleasure in the clover and the kingcups, their mauve and gold glinting among the greens of gorse and purple of ling; nor did her gaze appreciate the strange beauty of furnace stacks and colliery winding houses, their ebony silhouettes etched in gold against the pearly colours of the evening sky.

She was aware only of the ring. Pushed deep into the pocket of her skirt, it seemed to weigh heavy against her leg. Why had Jerusha Paget insisted she take it? What had she meant when she’d said Emma would need the protection it could afford?

Hitching the basket higher on her arm, her skirts brushing the wild flowers that on any other evening she would have gathered, Emma could not rid herself of the fear those words had brought to her heart; a sudden cold touch that chilled it still.

But it was stupid to feel afraid, nothing could harm her. Lifting her face to the last rays of the sun she slipped the shawl from about her head, freeing her hair to the breeze. Soon she would be Paul’s wife and would have a wedding ring of her own. What need could she possibly have of the one in her pocket?

Poor Jerusha. Emma felt a rush of pity for the woman her mother had often called upon for help in times of sickness, as did all the women of Doe Bank. There was no talk of payment then. It was accepted that a kindness was not done in hope of reward, one woman helped another in any way she could, it was the only way to survive in the coalfields. She would return it on her next visit. Yes, she would give the ring back to Jerusha when next they met.

A short distance ahead the coppice adjoining the grounds of Felton Hall rose like a dark island from the heath. Emma hesitated, eyes lifting to the tops of the trees. They were so beautiful, cloaked in lush greens, their tips crowned by the sunset. Beautiful but forbidding somehow, their leafy branches forming a barrier in her path. It was almost as if they forbade her approach, the guardians of Felton Hall.

The thought bringing a shiver to her spine, Emma stood staring at the wood. This was the second time today she had felt the coldness of fear, the second time some unknown chill had touched her.

A sudden clatter among the branches sent a shower of leaves spinning to the floor and the blood racing in Emma’s veins. One hand rising automatically to her throat she stood staring, then loosed a long sigh as a wood pigeon flew from the trees, its loud indignant cooing shattering the silence.

Relief warming away her fear, Emma smiled at her own foolishness. A dispute over nesting rights and for one moment she had been a young child again, imagining demons in the dark.

At the edge of the heath the sun allowed itself to be drawn down into the arms of night and the scarlet-tipped clouds faded to mourning grey.

She had not thought it to be so late. Emma glanced again at the densely packed grove of trees. She should not take that way home, so late in the evening, but to go around it would add to her journey; another hour’s absence to explain to her father. Well versed in his anger, Emma’s mind was made up. Drawing the shawl close about her shoulders, she walked into the shadow of the trees.

Leaving his bedroom, Carver glanced across the wide landing towards the closed door of his brother’s room. Paul had wanted to leave the Hall after that last row about the Price girl, to take up residence in Beaufort House, the home that would come to him at the age of twenty-one. But as his legal guardian, Carver’s refusal had had to be accepted.

The age of twenty-one! Carver’s face darkened. That phrase had haunted him for years, figured in his waking thoughts, taunted him in his dreams. Paul would have half of everything then: land, money...

But what was money? What was land? He could make one and buy the other. At the head of the wide staircase he halted, gaze taking in the tasteful sweep of the entrance hall below. Felton Hall was his, deeded to him by his father as Beaufort House had been to Paul. But would his brother be satisfied with taking just the house? Would he renounce responsibility for the running of the coal mines and iron works, taking half their market value, instead, selling his inheritance?

‘A mess of pottage’. The quotation rang again in Carver’s mind as he began to descend the stairs. He had no intention of becoming another Esau, but then... would Paul?

‘Will the staff wait up for you, sir?’

‘No.’ Carver refused the topcoat the manservant held out for him. ‘Let them go to bed, I probably won’t be back until tomorrow. If I am, I will see myself in.’

‘What of Mr Paul, sir?’

‘My brother will most likely not be home before the end of next week.’ Carver let the answer drift over his shoulder as he walked toward the rear of the house. ‘He is in Blaydon on the business of iron for a bridge they are constructing across the river there.’

‘Blaydon, sir? I don’t think I am familiar with a town of that name.’

Carver smiled as the butler held open the door that gave on to the half-moon courtyard around which the stables and carriage houses were grouped.

‘I’m not surprised you are unfamiliar with the name. It’s a small town in the North East. They want to bridge the River Tyne to link themselves with Scotswood, and my brother is there to tender for the supplying of the girders.’

‘I hope he meets with success, sir.’

‘So do I, Morton. So do I.’

Swinging into the saddle of the horse ready prepared for him, Carver glanced at the sky. The sun already hung low over the horizon, it would be after nine when he reached the Mounts, but he was in no hurry. Langton was a bore, but a bore who must be tolerated at least until the venture Carver had in mind was achieved.

Touching his heels to the animal’s sides he set it to a steady canter. Paul had been reluctant to go to Blaydon, no doubt thinking of his Doe Bank wench. But Carver had insisted he must acquaint himself with the overall running of the business, told him to make himself as conversant with it as he could so he might slip more easily into his place as co-owner.

But that had been a lie, a stratagem to get his brother safely away from Wednesbury. And when he returned? When Paul returned there would have been changes made.

Reaching the tall stone pillars that held gates wrought from iron forged in Felton foundries, Carver reined in his horse. Before him the heath stretched like a green carpet to the distant town, only the steeples of the parish church and its RC fellow competing against the belching chimneys of iron works and the great winding wheels of coal mines. It was no paradise that town, but beneath its perpetual pall of black smoke it made the kind of money that could buy a man a share of paradise.

But Felton would share with no man. He touched his heels to the horse’s sides, body moving in perfect unison with it as it cantered on. Wednesbury or paradise, it must be theirs alone. Money and land, that and the power they brought would belong to none but them.

But what if Paul would not agree, would not relinquish the Doe Bank wench. Would he, Carver, truly confine him to a mental institution? Turning the horse towards the coppice he allowed himself a smile. The answer was yes the only question being, how soon? How could he broach the subject with his brother?

A short distance into the wood, Carver tightened his grip on the reins, knees pressing into the stallion’s body as it reared. Startled by a covey of partridge breaking cover at their approach it had gone up on its hind legs, a snort of fear clouding from its nostrils. Holding firm to the reins, keeping the stallion’s head high, he rode out its shocked reaction, voice calm in the horse’s pricked ears, soothing, bringing it gently down under his hands.

With the horse steady once more he sat contemplating the idea that had formed in his mind. A partridge shoot. What would make for a more perfect excuse to bring Langton and a few other coal owners together? And what better time to put his proposition than after a day’s good shooting followed by a hearty dinner?

This notion a pleasant conclusion to a problem he had pondered for several days he made to urge his mount forward, but a sound from the trees stayed him. That had been no partridge breaking cover nor a fox either, that had been the sound of a twig snapping beneath a man’s foot. Damned poachers! Carver’s mouth set in a straight line, his fingers tightening about his whip. This one would be sorry he had chosen Felton land to poach from!

To back the horse further into the cover of the trees would cause at least a rustling of the coarse bracken, and if the animal should choose to snort or even take fright again it would be enough to warn the poacher. That Carver did not want. Tonight would prove a lesson for the men of this town, they would learn that it was wiser not to trespass on his land.

Holding the reins in one hand, the other clutching the whip loosely at his side, he listened to the intruder’s approach. The man was either stupid or very inexperienced at what he was about. A cold smile touched the corners of Carver’s mouth. A few minutes of the whip and the fellow would have the kind of lesson that should rectify at least the latter.

The trees were sparser here, forming a natural clearing. He glanced to each side of him. Should the fellow make a run for it, the horse could easily overtake him. The coppice was not so dense as to prevent that. A few yards ahead, following a faint track that led through the heart of the wood, a figure came into view.

Holding the animal’s head firm, Carver stared. This was no man poaching his land. Overhead the risen moon filled the clearing with a cool pale light, its silver gilding blonde hair, touching a high-buttoned collar and spilling over dark skirts.

A woman! Carver sat motionless. A young and pretty woman if the moonlight had not deceived him.

‘Good evening.’

A touch of his heels swinging the horse across her path, Carver touched the stock of his whip to one side of his brow. His sudden appearance had the desired effect. The woman gasped, one hand going to her throat while the other clutched a basket.

‘Isn’t it a little late to be gathering herbs?’ He lowered the whip, a slow, deliberate movement meant to catch the eye. ‘That is what you’re in Felton Wood for... or is it to carry away a poacher’s ill-gotten gains?’

‘I... I was not gathering herbs.’

Emma felt the tightness at her throat and the thumping of her heart against her rib cage, but forced herself to answer calmly. This man was merely passing through the coppice, no doubt taking a shorter route home as she was.

‘Oh, then it is a poacher’s trophy you are here to collect!’

Emma lifted her head, the movement trapping moonbeams in her hair, turning her eyes to silver. Carver felt a quickening low in his stomach. The moonlight had not deceived him, the woman was pretty. Damned pretty. Pretty enough to delay him... for a while. His glance quickly scanning each of her hands he noted the absence of a wedding ring. Pity, he thought, a husband could make a useful scapegoat. A pity but hardly a disaster!

‘I’m not collecting from any poacher!’ Indignation sharpened her voice as she answered. ‘I am on my way home from visiting a friend. I left a little later than usual so decided to cut through the wood, it takes quite some distance off the journey.’

‘I see.’ Carver traced a glance over the length of her. A pretty face, a pleasant voice. And the body beneath those shabby clothes, would that be as appealing?

‘And where might this friend live?’ He directed his horse to the right and then to the left, matching Emma’s steps as she tried to pass.

Indignation retreating before a fresh surge of fear, Emma clutched the basket to her. He had no right to question her but arguing would only serve to lengthen an encounter she wanted over and done with.

‘She... they live across the heath, over towards the path that links Coppice Bridge to Lea Brook Bridge. Mr and Mrs Paget.’

He knew the place, a few vermin-ridden houses. They too figured in the project he intended putting to Langton.

‘And you?’ Carver leaned forward as the moonlight fell once again on the face turned up to his, and the quickening in his stomach became a jolt of desire. ‘You said you were on your way home.’

Fear lodging like a solid barrier in her throat, Emma looked at the figure bent forward over his saddle but the moon at his back threw his face into shadow.

‘I... I live at Doe Bank. My father is Caleb Price.’

Price! Carver straightened, the tension in his stomach slackening, the heat that had begun to build in his veins as he’d looked into that pretty face becoming cold and dead. The man he had paid to bring him information concerning the girl his brother thought to marry had said she was young and beautiful, with hair the colour of wheat washed in moonlight. Carver had laughed cynically at the man’s over-poetic description but he did not laugh now. The man had been correct in his appraisal, the girl was beautiful and her hair was the colour of wheat washed in moonlight.

‘It is Emma, is it not?’ He once more countered her attempt to pass.

His voice had taken on a cold sound, but in her fear the words barely registered. Clutching her shawl protectively across her, fear drumming in her veins, she stammered, ‘Please, let me pass!’

Sliding from the saddle, his back still to the pale light, Carver balanced the whip in both hands. ‘Oh, I will, Miss Price – Emma – after I have properly introduced myself. I am Carver Felton, brother of Paul, the man you think to marry.’

‘Paul... you are Paul’s brother?’ Emma felt her fear fall away. This man was Paul’s brother, she had been silly to be so frightened. He would do her no harm. A smile wreathing her mouth, she looked into the shadowed face. ‘Paul has talked of you.’

‘And of you!’ The whip still balanced in his hand, Carver took a step forward, his height throwing her slight figure into shadow.

‘I was hoping to meet you.’ Emma dropped a small curtsy.

‘And now you have!’ Bringing the whip down hard across the basket he sent it sliding from her arm, at the same time catching her wrist in a grip like steel. ‘Before we part you will know me just as well as you know my brother. Maybe even a little better!’

Throwing the whip aside he wound his fingers into the neck of her blouse, wrenching the cheap cotton until it split to the waist.

‘How well do you know my brother? As well as this?’ Snatching her hard against him he pressed his mouth to hers, biting into the soft flesh of her mouth. Releasing her, he stared for a moment into her shocked face then, the palms of both hands coming down hard on her shoulders, sent her tumbling backward, the suddenness of her fall driving the breath from her body.

‘As well as this, Miss Price?’

Staring down at her, mouth fixed into a cold smile, Carver loosed his clothing, his black eyes holding hers all the while in a hypnotic stare.

‘No, don’t!’ Emma tried to twist away as he dropped down beside her. ‘Please... let me go.’

‘I have said I will.’ Carver stroked one finger across her cheek, the touch of her pale skin reawakening the quickening in the base of his stomach. ‘But after I have introduced myself properly – this being the proper way for a slut like you!’

Moving like quicksilver he threw her skirts up to her waist, ripping away her bloomers, knees forcing her legs apart as he lifted himself on to her.

‘No, no... please!’ Emma sobbed, trying to fling him from her, but another blow to the face sent her senses reeling.

‘Did you say no to my brother, Miss Price?’ he hissed in the darkness, cold and venomous as a snake. ‘Did you pretend with him as you. are pretending now? Was your long-lost virginity a bribe to lead him on? Did you offer him the dubious delights of your body in the hope of getting him to marry you? Was that the price he was to pay for this?’

The last word vicious as the pain that seemed to split her body he thrust into her, pushing and driving deeper and deeper until the agony of it enfolded her in a sheet of darkness.

How long it lasted Emma could not tell. She knew only the pressure of his body on hers, the relentless rhythm, then the relief that sobbed in her when at last he moved away.

Afraid to move, shock holding her limbs rigid, Emma lay with her eyes closed, praying silently. Let him go now. Please, God, let him go, let him leave!

Dressed once more, Carver looked down at the figure lying on the ground, moonlight gleaming on limbs naked as he had left them. Reaching for the whip where he had thrown it, he turned towards the horse quietly grazing the tender bark of a tree. Then, hesitating for a brief moment, he reached into the pocket of his silk waistcoat.

Moonlight sparking from the coin he twisted between thumb and forefinger, he glanced again at the girl he had raped, and laughed, a soft cynical sound that scraped the silence.

‘Ask him now, Miss Price. Ask my brother to marry you now. And when you do, show him this and tell him I was right. It was too high a price to pay!’

Bending over her, he slotted the shilling between the lips of her vagina.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
PIT BANK
WENCH

Meg Hutchinson






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





