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For my mum, with love and thanks. Keep on dreaming! And my ABC, always x




God bless these poor folk that are strivin’

By means that are honest an’ true,

For some’at to keep ’em alive in

This world that we’re scramblin’ through …

Edwin Waugh, Lancashire poet




CHAPTER 1

LAURA CANNOCK WRAPPED a scrap of cloth around the handle of the black-bottomed kettle and lifted it from the belly of the fire. The soft hiss as she poured hot water into the teapot, scalding the dark leaves within, whispered through the dimly lit kitchen, mingling with her sigh as she glanced once more at the clock.

How will I tell him? she asked of herself again, her sorrow mounting. Yet more worry, more disappointment to be heaped upon that good man’s shoulders. I should have listened, should have heeded his warning … ‘But I didn’t,’ she added out loud. ‘I thought I knew best. And now we’re paying the price.’ Why, why did I come back here?

Eyes burning with unshed tears, she brought down two plates from a wooden rack and dished out their evening meal of potatoes and back bacon – his favourite. She’d prepared it specially; some small token to make up for the nightmare telling to come. Of course, it was ridiculous. As though a bit of grub could compensate for what she’d brought about! But what else was there? How in God’s name else could she portray how heartsore she was about this? Shaking her head, she set to cutting the small loaf.

A flurry of noise from below told her that their landlady, Mrs Hanover, was preparing to close shop – hasty farewells to the last stragglers, the jingle of the bell atop the door as she shut out the final customer of the day – and Laura’s stomach dropped further. For all too soon the familiar clop of hooves would sound below the window, heralding her father’s impending return, and the words she’d have done anything to bite back for ever more would have to be given life. God help her …

All was as it should be, as it was each night, when Amos Todd finally entered their small rooms. Dragging her eyes up to greet him, Laura could manage but a half-smile.

‘Hello, Father.’

‘Lass.’ He dipped his chin in weary acknowledgement.

‘You look fit to drop. Come, sit by the fire, rest awhile, whilst I finish dishing up. A sup of tea first, though, I think.’ She inclined her head to his well-worn chair then returned her attention to the teapot, grateful for the distraction.

After adjusting the sacking that protected the seat’s cushion from the dirt of his trade, Amos eased his large frame into it with a gruff groan. He accepted the steaming mug, wrapping it in his shovel-like hands and closing his eyes, as though to soak up the heat and thus new life into himself.

As far back as Laura could remember, he’d always be stripped of his work clothes, and his coal-dust-ingrained body scrubbed in the tin bath, before taking the weight off at the day’s end. Lately, however, he couldn’t seem to garner the energy to complete his ablutions without a brief rest upon his return. When this change had taken place, she couldn’t rightly say. Certainly, in the few weeks she’d been back beneath his roof, she’d noticed the shift in routine.

Was the hard graft that came with life as a coalman becoming too much for him of late? she wondered again now. It was true to say he wasn’t getting any younger, after all. Not that he’d ever admit to it. Not her father, never. His pride, she knew, wouldn’t allow it. I should be looking after you, now, Father, at your time of life, as you’ve allus done for me. And yet … yet … Just what make of daughter was she? She didn’t deserve him. She didn’t.

For several minutes, the flames’ soft crackles and Amos’s steady breathing were the only sounds. Any other evening, she’d have welcomed this with blessed thankfulness. Since her return, she’d relished this time of day. Her father home from a day’s toil, their meal together and light chatter. Afterwards, the companionable silence as they sat facing one another by the good fire, she busy with her darning, he smoking his pipe, the pewter world beyond their window shut out, leaving it just the two of them, just as she wanted, for no one else was needed. Content. Safe. Now, the quiet felt ominous. The clock’s ticking appeared louder, her heartbeat the same. Now it was ruined, changed for ever.

For her father’s sake, she must leave here once more. Only this time, she must never, ever come back.

Amos placed his empty mug on the hearth and crossed to his bedroom. Laura heard him fill the wash bowl with fresh warm water from the pitcher, followed by soft splashes as he rinsed his hands and face. He returned to the kitchen and took a seat at the table, and she rose to serve him his meal. All the while, it took every inch of her will to stop her eyes straying to his kind, weathered face. Let him eat first. Leave him in his ignorance just a little while longer. Just a little longer, before I must shatter his heart for a second time …

‘Eeh.’ Behind his drooping white moustache, his lips shifted in a smile as she placed his dish in front of him.

‘Your favourite, Father.’

‘Aye.’

‘Eat up afore it grows cold,’ she instructed softly, lifting her own fork from the table, despite doubting she’d ever get a morsel past the lump in her throat.

Throughout the meal, Amos paused to study her once or twice; she’d felt his stare boring into her bowed head. It was only when he’d retired back to the fireside, his clothes now changed and the body beneath them clean, and sat filling his pipe that he spoke.

‘Is tha for telling me what’s afoot, then?’

His quiet voice brought instant tears to her eyes. Quickly, she blinked them away. Keeping her back to him, she continued returning the washed dishes to the cupboard. Please, don’t make me say it …

‘Laura?’

Letting her hands fall to her sides, she dropped her head to her chest. ‘Father …’

‘Look at me.’

She turned. Her fingers plucked at her apron as her gaze travelled up to meet his.

Amos’s voice was barely above a whisper: ‘Tell me.’

‘They … They’ve been here.’ She watched him close his eyes for the briefest moment then blow a steady plume of blue smoke towards the ceiling. ‘Father. I … must …’

‘They saw thee? They were here at the house?’

‘Nay, nay.’ God above, that that even needed asking. She’d not be here this minute – not breathing at any rate – were that the case. ‘Mrs Hanover downstairs came up to see me earlier. She described them down to a T. Dark-haired, the pair were. Had an uncanny way about them, she said, amongst the rest. It were them, Father, it was, it had to be—’

‘Come. Sit thee down. Now, from the beginning,’ her father instructed when she’d dropped, gulping back sobs, into her chair. ‘What exactly did Mrs Hanover say?’

‘There were two men. Seems they were calling at every premises they passed … They were in the shop below asking questions.’

‘What questions?’

‘They asked whether she knew of anyone by the name of Laura Cannock.’

Releasing air slowly, Amos rubbed at the whiskers on his chin.

‘Glory be to God, Mrs Hanover didn’t much trust the look of them so said that she never.’

Again, Amos breathed deeply. ‘When was this?’

‘Shortly before noon.’ She reached for his hand and stroked it softly. ‘Father. It’s time. I must—’

‘You’ll do nowt of the sort.’

‘But Father—’

‘Nowt of the sort,’ he repeated in a fierce whisper, fingers tightening around hers.

After a long silence, she lifted her chin. Dry-eyed, voice firm, she shook her head. ‘I’ll not see thee hurt.’

‘Nor I thee. So. We must plan what we’re to do.’

‘We …? Nay.’ Her head swung again in horror-filled refusal. ‘This is my mess and mine alone. I must leave, must. I’ll not see you dragged into—’

‘I’m your father.’

‘Oh, Father.’ The last of Laura’s resolve broke. ‘Why didn’t I listen to thee? You had Adam Cannock marked right from the start, yet I was blinded by infatuation, couldn’t see it … How has it come to this?’

‘Past is the past. It’s ahead to which we must look, now. You’re my lass. I’m with thee on this, on owt, now and forever. You hear?’

This from him, a man of so few words, uttered in his own calm tone, fed her veins with strength – and pulverised her spirit with the pain of it all in equal measures. She knew he spoke the truth; never in her life had Amos Todd let her down. But the risk, the danger …

‘I loathe what I’m doing to thee. Please let me go.’ Though she knew a last-ditch attempt to spare him would fall on deaf ears, she had to try. ‘Adam’s brothers … they’ll not rest till they find me, Father. Should you stand beside me in this, it’s your blood they’ll be baying for, an’ all. Please … Please.’

‘You’re my lass,’ he repeated huskily, enveloping her in his bear-like embrace, and she allowed further protest to die on her lips. For as much as she hated herself that he’d become embroiled in the nightmare that was now her life, the relief of his alliance, his attempt at protection, was impossible to shake.

‘Together,’ she heard herself murmur. And her father’s steady response, without hesitation:

‘They don’t stand a bloody chance.’

‘My mind’s made up, Laura. We leave for Manchester first thing.’

Manchester. A city that lay some ten miles away but might as well have been the other side of the world, for all she knew of it. Leave here? This smoggy, cotton-mill-choked town that was Bolton – all she knew and loved – for ever? More importantly, all her father knew and loved? A lifetime of memories, his dear wife, her mother, sleeping the eternal sleep beneath the earth at nearby St Peter’s this past year? He’d never bear it. I’ll never bear it!

‘Our Ambrose shall see us right, fret not.’

Uncle Ambrose, her father’s brother. A man whom she’d met no more than a handful of times in her twenty-three years. Oh, this was madness.

‘Been mithering me since your mam passed, he has, to up sticks and join him in his business. And ay, I’d sooner be lining his pockets than someone else’s. Aye. Happen now’s as good a time as any, is the kick I needed.’

He was being overly optimistic to salve her guilt, she knew. Truth was, the upheaval would shatter his heart. And yet … What choice was there? He’d never see her face this alone, and remaining here was an impossibility now they were on the prowl. The Cannock brothers. The devil’s own sons, rotten to the marrow, merciless in their dealings … Mrs Hanover downstairs might not have given them what they wanted to know – what if others in the vicinity did? Father, as usual, was right. They had to leave this place completely, get right away from here, away from the accusations. And the sooner the better, for both their sakes.

‘Kenneth will be up to the journey?’ Laura asked now. Her father’s bay-coloured shire was much more than just a working horse; he was a firm member of the family. She’d hate for him to overexert himself on the long trek.

‘Aye. He’s a tough ’un.’

She nodded. The sacks of coal, several tons in weight, that he hauled around the town each day on the cart was testament to that. However, like her father, the gentle giant wasn’t growing any younger. In their time of life, the pair should have been taking things easier. Would Uncle Ambrose prove a fair master? She certainly prayed so. Hopefully, the new direction they were set to embark upon would prove more satisfactory to their health than their present situation. As they said, after all: a change was as good as a rest.

‘Not much to pack up, anyroad,’ Amos stated.

Looking around at their meagre possessions, Laura nodded. They shouldn’t have any trouble getting the few sticks of furniture they owned on to the cart.

She made for a battered chest in the bedroom and returned with a large sheet. ‘I’ll bundle up our bits and pieces in this.’ She nodded to the material, which she’d spread out on the table. ‘Meantime, Father, go on through and get some shut-eye. Rest,’ she pressed him when he made to protest. ‘Else you’ll be fit for nowt come the morrow.’

When he’d gone she paused and looked around. A lifetime of remembrance swirled around her like a whispery hug, making her want to weep again.

‘How did it come to this?’ she asked of the emptiness.

The answer flitted forth in the shape of another memory, only this was one she battled her every waking hour to keep at bay. She swallowed hard.

Her husband of four years, dead. An upturned clog on the middle stair, lost during the fall. Clear green eyes she’d first fallen in love with, which she’d never have believed in the beginning but was later to discover could hold such fearsome rage, staring unseeing at the ceiling. Long limbs twisted beneath him at unnatural angles. The spread of dark red beneath his head on the hall flagstones …

‘Not my fault,’ she mouthed, squeezing her eyes tight. ‘Whatever his brothers believe, Adam Cannock didn’t lose his life at my hands.’

With effort, she banished the image from her thoughts and returned to the task at hand.

Hints of gold and cream were smudging the navy sky, heralding dawn’s approach, when Laura went to rouse her father. She hadn’t slept a wink herself, the impending journey heavy on her mind, and was saddened to see that Amos didn’t appear to have snatched much either. The shadows beneath his grey eyes and the strain within them tore at her. Had he been fretting away the twilight hours, too? Was all this proving too much for him, his state of health? Lord how she detested herself for putting him through this! Murmuring that she’d brewed a fresh pot of tea and that she’d pour him a sup whilst he dressed, she escaped back to the kitchen.

Joining her minutes later, Amos stopped dead in his tracks. Slowly, his gaze took in the bare room. The few pictures and cheap ornaments that had been her mother’s pride and joy, the rag rug from in front of the fire, along with the curtains and few pots and pans, were safely packed in the bedsheet, now standing in readiness by the door atop their stacked bits of furniture. For a long moment he stood, taking in every inch, as though to engrave the place in his mind for ever. Then he nodded once and crossed to the table for his mug of tea.

‘I could collect Kenneth and the cart from Mr Johnson’s, Father, let you rest a while longer afore we leave?’ Laura offered, sounding brighter – for his sake – than she felt. But Amos shook his head.

‘Nay, it has to be me. I must explain to him our leaving, thank him face to face for his kindness these past years in letting me keep the horse at his. Anyroad, I’m rested well and good, no need to fuss.’

This last statement from him she didn’t believe, but she nodded nonetheless. However, he was right about one thing: Mr Johnson did deserve a proper goodbye from his long-time friend. As her father said, without him allowing them to house Kenneth in his yard on nearby Bradshawgate for a few pence a week – their landlady hadn’t the room on her premises – they would have been at a loss. The men would miss each other, she knew, the knowledge of which served only to stab her conscience further.

‘I’ll call by the coal yard on t’ way, leave a message with one of the lads for the boss that I’ve terminated my employment.’

A good thing he was going to Uncle Ambrose and need not worry about a character reference, and no mistake. His master would have likely spat in his eye had he asked for one, she reckoned, what with Father leaving like this without giving notice. Oh, please let everything work out well in Manchester …

‘Be ready to leave on my return,’ Amos continued quietly as he donned his rough jacket and cap. ‘Meantime, bolt yon door and don’t open it to no one. I’ll not be long.’

Laura did as he bid her and passed the time alone by wandering from room to room, rechecking all was prepared and that they were not leaving anything behind. Finally, her father’s voice sounded from the landing; she unlocked the door and let him in. Searching his face, she raised her eyebrows. ‘All set?’

‘Kenneth’s waiting outside.’

‘I’ll go on down with this, shall I?’ she asked, lifting the bedsheet.

‘Aye. Wait for me on t’ cart.’

Despite what she’d said, she made no attempt to leave. The bundle clutched to her chest, she gazed at the man in front of her. When the tears came, she let them run down her face, and her eyes told him of her heartbreak and crippling guilt, and of her love. With a calloused palm, he wiped her cheeks dry. Then he lifted his chin in resolution and guided her around by the shoulders towards the door. Doing her best to match his strength, she gulped back her emotion and descended the stairs.

Within minutes, their worldly possessions were piled on the cart. Joining Laura on the narrow seat behind the horse’s rump, Amos lifted the reins. A final glance towards their dwelling, then he commanded Kenneth: ‘Move on, lad!’ and they were off.

‘I feel terrible that we’re leaving Mrs Hanover’s without saying goodbye,’ Laura said, refusing to look back as they trundled through Ashburner Street.

‘I left a message for her with Mrs Blake next door; she promised to pass it on.’

Eyes widening, she turned to him. ‘You didn’t make mention of Manchester, Father … Did you?’

‘Fret not, I were vague. Our true and honest thanks, along with regret we had to go, were the top and bottom of it; no more, no less.’

No one would track them down, Laura told herself, breathing a little easier. She might have mentioned her uncle in passing many moons ago to Adam, but doubted he’d relayed the information to his brothers. Glory be to God, they would soon be safe.

‘It’ll shortly be over, lass.’ This from Amos, as though he’d read her thoughts, swelled her heart further for this man she loved with everything that she was.

‘They believe me a murderess, but they’re wrong, Father,’ she whispered.

‘Aye.’

Was he completely certain of her innocence? she wondered, not for the first time, shooting him a sidelong look. Would it have made a difference either way? The black hatred he’d held for her brutish husband was no secret – did he much care about the circumstances surrounding Adam’s demise so long as he was gone from here and could no longer hurt her? She hadn’t the answers. Nor was she sure that it mattered. His loyalty and support told her all she needed to know and more.

They drew to a halt as they approached her mother’s resting place. Gazing out across the age-beaten gravestones, they spoke silently to her what was in their hearts and said their goodbyes. Once again, they set off.

By now, a little more light touched the sky. Wisps of milky blue traced thin fingers through the darkness, whilst the arc of white moon added its own dying shimmer.

Laura knew she shouldn’t, knew it would make the loss harder to bear, but the pull was too strong; biting her lip, she stole a final look at her home over her shoulder – and a scream caught in her throat.

Above the huddle of buildings they had just left behind, a cloud of thick black smoke and orange flames raged towards the heavens. The inferno that was Mrs Hanover’s shop was a sight straight from hell.

They would never stop until they found her. She’d been a fool to hope otherwise.

The Cannock brothers’ reign of revenge had only just begun.




CHAPTER 2

‘BROTHER. IT’S GOOD to see thee.’

‘Amos, lad? By! Are my eyes deceiving me?’

Figuring he’d find Ambrose here, Amos had directed the horse straight to his place of business in the heart of the bustling city.

Like her father, Ambrose Todd was a mountain of a man. White-haired, with thick mutton-chop whiskers of the same shade and the same pale grey eyes, he cut a striking figure. The only marked differences were her uncle’s demeanour – what Amos lacked in outgoingness, the lively Ambrose made up for, for the pair of them – and his sharp apparel. No mucky working man’s clothes for him but a proper suit in smart dark brown. A coal merchant with his own yard, Ambrose employed others to toil for him, hadn’t the need to sully his hands. Like Amos, he, too, had started out delivering the precious fuel that this country’s very survival depended upon. Be it through good fortune or sheer determination, that he’d progressed further up the ladder of success than his brother was plain to see.

Laura climbed down from the cart; tired, aching and emotionally wrung dry.

Snapping from the hypnotic sight of devastation, they had urged Kenneth onwards and fled Bolton without another backward glance. Over the hours and miles to get here, bitter tears and recriminations had been in constant supply – damn those Cannocks to all hell’s horrors! As she’d dreaded might happen, a local must have inadvertently informed them where she dwelled during their probing of her whereabouts. Poor, dear Mrs Hanover: all she’d worked for, gone in the blink of an eye. For what? Had their wreaking destruction been merely a message, a warning, of what they were capable of, what horrors awaited her, should they find her? Or, as she secretly feared, had they thought her present? Had they meant for her to perish in that fire?

If she and her father hadn’t left when they did … had they dallied just a matter of minutes longer … To dwell upon the consequences turned her stomach inside out with bilious terror. And just what would they concoct once they realised their plan of evil had failed, that she lived and breathed still? God help her.

Scattering the plague of worries from her mind and returning her attention to the here and now, she hung back as the men shook hands. That they were pleased to see one another was clear; despite everything, the corners of her mouth lifted at the gladsome greeting.

‘And who’s this, then?’ Ambrose teased, catching sight of his niece. ‘Eeh, tha gets bonnier each time I see thee.’ Leaning in, he pressed his lips to her cheek. ‘No husband with thee, lass?’

She and Amos exchanged a look. It was the latter who answered: ‘Well, you see, our Laura’s been a widow this month past.’

‘Ay, lass. It’s sorry I am to hear that. It don’t seem two minutes since the wedding.’

‘Thank you, Uncle Ambrose.’ Forcing a sniff, she bowed her head. She and her father had agreed on the journey here to keep the truth of things between themselves. The fewer who knew how matters stood, the better.

‘Adam, he … he died in an accident,’ Amos added. ‘At work.’

The older man clicked his tongue several times sympathetically. ‘And so young. Mind, it’s thankful you, lass, must try to be that no babbies resulted from your time together, eh? I imagine it’s a damned hard struggle providing for a family alone.’

‘Aye.’ However much she wanted children one day, she, too, had mused more than once on this being a blessing in disguise.

‘So.’ Ambrose looked from one to the other. ‘You’re well, the pair of youse?’

Amos nodded. ‘Aye, and thee?’

‘Oh, gradely, aye.’ Curiosity lurked behind his smile. Finally, he threw his arms in the air, bursting out, ‘Well, don’t leave me in suspense, then, lad! To what do I owe the pleasure this fine day?’

‘Well, I’m here to stay if you’re for having me. Having us, I mean,’ Amos amended with a nod to Laura and the horse.

Lifting his hat and scratching his head, Ambrose blew out air slowly. ‘By. It’s took thee long enough, eh?’

‘Aye, well. I’m here now.’

‘That you are.’

In the ensuing silence Laura glanced from one man to the other, and dread rolled through her. This wasn’t quite the reaction to the news she’d pinned her hopes upon. Had her uncle changed his mind about her father relocating here? Was it the fact Amos wasn’t alone that was the problem? Had her presence ruined the one option open to them?

‘There’s life in t’ owd lad yet,’ Amos stated, patting Kenneth’s long neck. ‘Same goes with me.’

Ambrose nodded, and Laura held her breath. Then her heart pounded with relief as, a slow smile spreading into a grin, her uncle laughed and clapped his brother on the back. ‘It’s happy I am to hear it, an’ all. Eeh, come here.’ He pulled Amos into a firm embrace. ‘Welcome to Manchester. ’Ere, and thee, lass,’ he added with a wink, giving her hand a squeeze.

Laura and her father exchanged a small, discreet smile. Thank you, Lord.

‘You could do with a sup of summat warm inside you, I’ll bet.’ Ambrose turned and beckoned a man across. ‘Clough, unharness my brother’s horse, here, and see he gets a good feed and rub down.’

The whites of his eyes standing out starkly from a face lost beneath a thick layer of black dust, his employee nodded. ‘And the cart, sir?’

‘Erm … wheel it over to the corner of the yard for now. It don’t look like we’re due rain; its cargo shall be safe enough. Well, go on, then, get on with it.’

After flashing Laura a cheeky smile – for which he received a swift kick up the backside from his boss – he took Kenneth’s bridle and, grinning, led him off to a row of stable-like constructions.

‘Impertinent swine, that Nathan Clough,’ Ambrose said as he watched him go. ‘Doesn’t know his place, that one, nay. It’s a different kind of boot he’ll be getting if he carries on the way he is – right through the bloody gates.’

Though Laura accepted her uncle’s apologetic smile for what he deemed his worker’s caddish behaviour, she had to bite her lip to suppress a chuckle. Nathan had only smiled at her, after all; hardly a criminal offence. And yet a warmness settled inside her for this relative who clearly also had her best interests at heart. With him and her father to protect her, she wouldn’t go far wrong.

‘Now then.’ Jerking his head, Ambrose strode away, adding over his shoulder, ‘Come along to the office.’

They passed beneath a wide archway displaying a black sign in bold green lettering – A.T. Coal Merchants – and into a good-sized yard. This was a hive of activity. Men and boys, some occupied in shovelling coal from huge mounds that dotted the ground, others heaving the filled sacks on to their shoulders to take to waiting carts, attached to which patient horses stood at the ready, barely gave them a glance. Laura, on the other hand, soaked up everything in sight with interest. The strength of these muscle-bound men – even the youths, set to be as powerfully built with time – amazed her, and gave her a new-found respect for her father.

He’d been a coalman all her life and, though she knew he laboured hard, she hadn’t really wondered nor appreciated just how much until now. His job was his job – he never complained, even when the exhaustion screamed from him – he’d simply got on with it to put food in his family’s bellies and a roof over their heads. The question was, for how much longer could he endure the physical demands?

Already he was showing signs of slowing down – hadn’t she seen it with her two eyes? And what of Ambrose when the strain proved too much for her father? Brother or no, there was no onus on him – he surely wouldn’t be prepared to tolerate an encumbrance amongst his workforce? Nor would they remain here on his charity.

Her chest tightened with worry. No matter what, she wouldn’t see him work himself into an early grave – nay, never. There were no two ways about it: she, too, must find employment, help share the financial burden, and fast.

They continued towards a small brick building at the edge of the yard. Inside, Ambrose poured them tea from a grubby-looking pot – in fact, and unsurprisingly given the trade, everything seemed to hold a dark-dust sheen – and motioned to some chairs. He sat facing them across his messy desk and beamed. ‘By, a grand sight.’

Her father frowned. ‘What is?’

‘Eeh, our Amos, quick-witted as ever … Youse, sitting there, you daft bugger, yer!’

His normally sober face stretched in a grin as Ambrose threw back his head and laughed. ‘Oh aye, yeah. The same, lad, the same.’

‘Ay, I have missed thee, Amos, lad.’

‘And me thee.’

‘You’ll stop on with me, aye, till youse get yourself a place to dwell?’

Amos nodded. ‘If that’s all right?’

‘Say now. I’d be offended if you didn’t.’

‘Eeh, ta, Uncle Ambrose.’ On impulse, Laura reached across and pressed his hand, which was resting on a mound of papers on the desktop. She felt tears not too far away and had to blink several times to quell them. They really had struck solid gold in coming to this kind-hearted giant. What on earth would they have done without him?

Eyes deepening, he returned the pressure on her hand then rose suddenly, saying, ‘Right, then. The horse will stay here; the lads’ll take sound care of him. Youse take youselfs along to the house and get settled – tha remembers the address, Amos?’ Then at his brother’s confirmation: ‘Good, good. I’ll arrange for your belongings from t’ cart to follow. Go on, I’ll see you both later.’

Outside again in the mild September air, Laura couldn’t hide her quiet pleasure. She sighed to Amos, who returned it, and they headed back across the yard with a lighter step.

Reaching the iron gates, she spied the employee Nathan from earlier, busy humping loaded sacks on to a cart. He looked up and his teeth flashed white in a smile, and she returned it. Then her eye caught a movement by the office and it slipped from her face to see her uncle, lips tight in anger, watching them from the doorway.

Lowering her head with a slight frown, she hurried to catch up with her father.




CHAPTER 3

THERE HAD NEVER been a Mrs Ambrose Todd.

Why, Laura couldn’t say, nor had she really given it thought. Her father didn’t appear to have questioned it either. Ambrose was, to all intents and purposes, married to his work, and it seemed he was happy to keep it that way.

Though money couldn’t buy love, it did pay for a live-in maid to undertake most of what a wife’s duties entailed, and his needs were catered to by a local Irishwoman named Bridget Figg.

Of average height and build, with an average shade of mousy hair and average looks, she was the epitome of ordinary. However, she was keen-eyed with a ready smile, and Laura took to her instantly.

‘Well, now, I need no introduction as to who you are, sir!’ she exclaimed to Amos with a gap-toothed grin, welcoming them inside the modest but well-kept home off Great Ancoats Street, a few minutes’ walk from the coal yard. ‘It’s like looking at Mr Ambrose hisself, so it is.’

After Amos had given their names and explained why they were here, he and Laura were ushered into the kitchen and, within moments, a large black teapot and platter of bread and ham had appeared on the long, light-wood table. Nimble as a girl, the maid flitted off again, returning with butter and a small jar of pickle chutney. She motioned to the chairs. ‘Sit yourselves down whilst I pour.’

Amos removed his hat and Laura her shawl, passing them to the woman waiting with outstretched hands to hang them up.

‘Would you look at that, now. A rare beauty, to be sure.’

Realising the compliment was meant for her, and having never been one to receive them easily, Laura flushed, mumbling, ‘Nay, nay.’

‘Aye, aye.’ Bridget nodded emphatically. ‘Such hair! Sure, I’d give my left arm and half of the right for locks like that.’

As her father smiled on with quiet pride, Laura’s hand strayed to the light blonde mass, bound in a loose knot at her nape. Adam had loved her hair. She didn’t want to think about that – him. ‘Ta, thanks, Bridget.’

A look of horror chased the smile from the maid’s face. ‘’Ere, no, colleen. You mustn’t address me so. ’Tis plain old Figg to you and your father here.’

‘Oh. Well, I don’t much mind about protocol and the like—’

‘Aye, but your uncle does, so we must stick to the rules,’ Bridget insisted, straightening her frilled white cap. ‘Now, then. I’ll get back to my duties, leave you to your tea and grub. Shout when you’re done and I’ll show youse to your rooms.’

Alone, Laura and her father shared a look.

‘I never had Uncle Ambrose down as a snob.’

Amos pursed his mouth in agreement.

‘’Ere but I shouldn’t speak so,’ she added contritely, biting her lip. ‘He’s been kindness itself insisting we stay on here.’

‘Aye.’

‘Sorry, Father.’

He nodded, and the two of them partook of the refreshments in silence.

A little after six o’clock men from the yard arrived with their belongings and, shortly afterwards, Ambrose returned home. True to her word, Bridget had directed them to where they were to sleep – a scrupulously clean and spacious room each, situated either end of the short landing, which she’d aired out as they ate and supplied with fresh bedding – and father and daughter were resting when the front door rattled, heralding the homeowner’s return.

Hearing the maid’s welcome from the hallway below, Laura rose from her bed and, after tidying her hair in the small mirror, made for Amos’s bedroom. He lay on his back, arms folded across his barrelled chest, his cap over his face, snoring softly. She reached out to touch his shoulder then changed her mind. Better to leave him be. He’d had a taxing day, in mind as well as body; the sleep would do him good. Instead, she closed the door quietly behind her and headed downstairs alone.

Her uncle was seated at the kitchen table when she entered. Upon seeing her, a big smile spread across his face, and she reciprocated with not a little relief that his earlier displeasure regarding her and Nathan was seemingly forgotten.

‘Well! You’ve settled in, I hope, lass?’

‘Aye yes, ta. Father’s resting. I didn’t want to waken him.’

Ambrose nodded. ‘No matter. He can have his grub later; Figg shall leave it to warm by the fire.’ He patted the seat closest to his. ‘Come. Sit and eat.’

Laura did as he bid. Whilst Bridget scurried about getting the evening meal together, uncle and niece made small talk. Yet as the minutes wore on the silences between their bouts of chatter grew longer and an awkwardness set in, for Laura at least. Her flesh-and-blood family this man might be but, truth be told, he was little more than a stranger.

The last time they had met was at her and Adam’s wedding; even then, Ambrose had only stuck around for the ceremony, insisting he’d have to give the small tea party Amos had laid on a miss if he was to be back in Manchester in time for closing at the coal yard. They had seen nothing of him since, not even for her mother’s funeral, for which he’d sent word offering his condolence, along with apologies that he couldn’t be there due to work commitments. Other than the odd brief visits as a child, she’d barely set eyes on him throughout her life, and it showed. She shifted uncomfortably in her seat as yet another thick silence filled the air between them, wishing she’d roused her father after all.

‘’Ere youse are, then.’ Smiling, Bridget put slices of roast beef before them, and Laura could have kissed her for the distraction it afforded. ‘Help yourselves to potatoes and vegetables,’ she added, motioning to the silver dishes she’d placed in the centre of the table.

‘Thank you,’ said Laura when her uncle merely acknowledged the maid with a stiff nod. ‘This looks delicious.’

‘Ay, thank ye, miss.’ Her eyes creased in pleasure then flicked once more to her employer. ‘Mr Amos’s grub’s all dished up and waiting, sir, as you asked.’

‘Thank you,’ Laura said again after some moments – and with increasing embarrassment – forced to answer for him when, yet again, he completely ignored the Irishwoman.

Finally, Ambrose met her stare. ‘That will be all, Figg.’ He dismissed her with a flap of his hand and began to eat.

‘Aye, sir. Very good, sir.’

When the door shut quietly behind the maid, Laura, avoiding her uncle’s eye, lifted her fork. To say she had no experience of servants and masters, the rights and wrongs of how these business relationships were conducted, was true. But surely there was no need for such blatant rudeness? Arrogance, even, she’d have called it. First Nathan, now Bridget – both exchanges had been uncomfortable to witness.

Was her uncle always like this with people? Or did he save this priggish side for those he deemed beneath him – his staff, both here and at the yard? Whatever the answer, she didn’t like it. Nor, she was certain, would Amos. She could never in a month of Sundays imagine her father treating anyone as poorly as his brother just had.

And yet, how kind Ambrose had been to them since they arrived … His personality seemed at odds with itself and, now, her feelings were conflicted. Perhaps he was simply having a trying day? Everyone was entitled to one now and then. Aye yes, that’s what it’ll be, she told herself, and her uneasiness abated. Flashing him a small smile, she turned her attention to her meal.

They were almost finished when Amos entered. ‘Kenneth?’ he enquired immediately upon seeing his brother.

Ambrose brushed aside his concerns. ‘The horse is settled and well, don’t fret none. Come, lad. Sit and eat.’

Bridget, hovering nearby, needed no telling; she’d collected Amos’s meal and placed it on the table before his buttocks had met the chair. ‘’Ere ye are, Mr Amos, sir.’

‘Ta, wench.’ He smiled and began to eat. ‘Summat wrong?’ he added to his brother through a mouthful of carrots, catching him staring at him.

Chin resting on his steepled hands, Ambrose shook his head. Then: ‘Well, as a matter of fact …’

‘Aye?’

Ambrose threw his eyes in Bridget’s direction. ‘The maid, there. Beneath this roof, she’s addressed as Figg.’

‘I did explain to the sir and miss earlier, Mr Ambrose—’

He held up a hand, cutting off Bridget’s babbled speech, though his gaze remained fixed on the other man. ‘It ain’t the done thing to get overfamiliar with servants. They forget their place, else. You see?’

Holding his stare, Amos chewed and swallowed. Then he nodded once. ‘As you wish, brother. Your home, your rules, after all.’

‘That’s right. But ay, let’s forget about all that,’ Ambrose added brightly, clapping Amos on the shoulder. ‘My baby brother’s here – that calls forra celebration, I reckon. What say me and thee head to the Soho Tavern forra jar of porter or two, eh?’

‘You go, Father,’ Laura intervened when she saw he was about to refuse. Anything to be free of her uncle’s company. She’d been right all along – he was a down-and-out snob and she had no desire whatsoever to converse with him a moment longer this night. Besides, once the ale had mellowed him, maybe Amos would be able to talk some sense into him. He disapproved as much as she, it was plain.

Minutes later, the brothers had set off into the cool, clear night. After helping the maid – despite her protestations – to clear the table, Laura retraced her steps to her room. Inside was stiflingly warm; Ambrose had instructed Bridget earlier to feed well the bedroom fires. The whole house, in fact, felt like it was baking under a blazing sun. That its owner had access to an ever-ready supply of fuel was acutely apparent – wiping an arm across her clammy forehead, she went to open the window.

She undressed and slipped between the sheets. Hugging her pillow, she watched the fire’s yellow flames playing over the coals through half-open eyes. The sight soon evoked visions of Mrs Hanover’s engulfed shop and she heaved a painful sigh. Just how many more innocent folk would be dragged into this awful situation before those maniacs were through?

How did it come to this, Adam? was her last thought before the heat, coupled with the emotionally draining day, took their toll and a fitful sleep claimed her.

Of the men’s return later that night she heard not a thing. What did reach through the adjoining wall just before dawn break and into her subconsciousness were the dull squeaks of her uncle’s bedsprings, intermingled with Bridget’s muffled cries. Laura’s dislike – now mixed with disgust – of him settled deeper within her.

He’d had the front to pour out disapproval to her father concerning overfamiliarity with servants? The hypocrisy of it. Of that, he was clearly an experienced master.

Had they really done the right thing in coming here, to Manchester? she found herself wondering again, covering her head with her pillow to block out the carnal sounds. More to the point, had they been right to seek out Ambrose Todd?




CHAPTER 4

‘YOUR HAT, FATHER.’

Amos turned back inside the house and a weak smile lifted his mouth as he took it from Laura. ‘What am I doing? I could have sworn I had it on.’

‘Ain’t you feeling yourself this morning?’ she asked, frowning. ‘If it’s rest tha needs, happen Uncle Ambrose wouldn’t mind you beginning your new position the morrow instead—’

‘Nay.’ Pulling on the cap, Amos shrugged aside her concerns. ‘I’m well and good, well and good. A drop too much of porter last night, mebbe.’ Puffing out his chest, he nodded. ‘It’s excited I am to get started, aye.’

‘Well, if you’re sure …’

‘Aye. Right, then, I’ll see thee later, lass.’

Arms folded, her frown still lingering, Laura watched her father set off for his first day’s toil at the coal yard. Ambrose had already left over an hour before; she just prayed he wouldn’t work his new employee too hard. A thick head due to ale, she knew, wasn’t what ailed her father, despite what he’d said – he never partook in excess to feel the effects the following day. He was exhausted, plain and simple, that was the truth of it, though what could be done if he wouldn’t admit to it, stubborn as he was?

Swallowing down her worry, she made her way to the kitchen. Again, the idea of her obtaining employment, thus relieving some of the burden of support from Amos’s shoulders, piqued, and she went to seek out Bridget for advice. She found her busy at the fire and was glad she had her back to her, for it afforded Laura a few moments to regain her composure; the sight of the maid had reawakened memories of the noises from her uncle’s room last night, bringing with them a deep blush. However, when all was said and done, goings-on beneath this roof were none of her business; she had no desire to involve herself. How folk chose to conduct themselves really was no concern of hers, was it? She cleared her throat and, when the woman turned, fixed in place a smile.

‘Morning, colleen.’

‘Morning, Brid— Figg,’ Laura amended reluctantly when the maid made to protest. ‘Sorry, I keep forgetting.’

‘Sure, you’ll get used to it. ’Ere, you sit yourself down and I’ll pour ye some tea.’ She abandoned her work and crossed to the table, adding, ‘So how are you and your father settling in? Well, I hope?’

‘Oh yes. My uncle has shown great kindness in letting us stay.’

‘Aye, well. That’s Mr Ambrose for thee. Generous as the day is long, is he,’ Bridget announced with warm feeling, and Laura felt a tug of pity for the Irishwoman. Was she so oblivious to the way he treated her? Or perhaps infatuation was blinding her to his poor behaviour? Was that it? Was Bridget Figg in love? Somehow, Laura doubted that Ambrose’s need for his bedfellow came from the heart.

After pushing a filled cup across, Bridget made to return to her duties, but Laura stopped her: ‘Where might I find employment, Figg?’ she asked. ‘I can’t sit around here all day doing nowt and, besides, I don’t want Father working hisself into the ground providing for us both.’

The maid sat down and rubbed her chin. ‘Well, the cotton factories are your best bet, colleen. Sure, good spinners and reelers and the like are always in demand.’

Though Laura’s stomach dropped a little to hear this – the mills seemed such noisy and dangerous places – she nodded nonetheless. If grafting in such a place was what it would take to keep her beloved father’s health, she’d do it in a heartbeat.

‘I have two nieces who work at Sedgwick Mill just off nearby Jersey Street,’ Bridget continued. ‘It’s one of the better works, so they say. Decent conditions, like, compared to some.’

Laura brightened a little at this. ‘Aye? And d’you reckon they’ll take me on?’

‘Ye can but ask.’

‘I’ll go right now.’ Smiling, Laura drained her cup and rose. ‘Ta, Bridget.’

‘Figg. Sheesh, colleen, you’ll be the death of me, to be sure!’ she lamented theatrically, throwing her hands in the air.

Laura couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Sorry, I just …’

‘Aye, keep forgetting, you’ve said.’ Grinning, Bridget flicked her chin towards the door. ‘Go on, now. You go whilst I get on with my own work, and good luck to thee. Oh, but Manchester’s a mighty big city; you’ll not get lost?’ she added, biting her lip.

Laura assured her she’d be fine. ‘I can allus stop and ask someone the way, should I lose my bearings. Bye for now, B— Figg!’

The maid’s exasperated ‘Saints preserve us!’ followed a chuckling Laura down the hall and out of the door.

She turned immediately left and retraced the way she and Amos had taken to get here the previous day. She recalled they had passed several mills and factories looming over the district like angry red giants – hopefully, one of them had been Sedgwick. Keeping her eyes peeled for mill gates and the premises’ names inscribed thereon, she continued at a brisk pace.

Minutes later, Laura was utterly lost.

Tumbledown lanes snaked like veins in a hand every which way, and she’d followed them blindly, believing they would bring her out at Jersey Street’s thoroughfare. She’d been wrong; the warrens of tightly packed houses all looked the same to the untrained eye. She halted at the end of a street and sighed. Though one or two people passed her by, their grim expressions made her hesitant to ask directions. As in her hometown of Bolton, here the slum dwellers could be a vicious lot. Abject poverty and the desperation that came with it drove a body to dark measures – many had no qualms in robbing and beating any stranger fool enough to wander into their territory alone. Glancing about, she chewed her lip.

‘I ain’t seen thee around here afore. I’d remember a bonny thing like you, aye.’

Whipping around, Laura met a rough-looking man in his middle years. His badly scarred face, proof of pugilistic activity, was hard to read in the poor light that struggled to penetrate through to the cobbled streets. His tone, however, told her all she needed to know. This one was not to be trusted. She took a hesitant step back.

‘What’s your name, love?’

‘I … was just leaving …’ she began, but he sidestepped her and blocked her path.

‘Scarpering so soon, when alls I want is to get to know thee? That’s not reet friendly, is it?’ Face darkening, he seized her elbow.

‘Let me go.’ But her strength was no match against his brawn. ‘I have no brass.’

‘Mebbe. Mind, there’s more that can get a fella going than money.’

Though her heart threatened to smash from her chest, she forced her voice to remain even, sensing instinctively she mustn’t show she was afraid. ‘I mean it – leave go of me.’

‘Bitch.’

Laura opened her mouth to scream but, lightning fast, the man’s arm went around her and he crushed her to him. His mouth found hers in a sickening, thick-tongued kiss whilst his hand tugged roughly at the bodice of her dress.

‘Get off me!’ she managed to scream when his mouth dropped to a now-exposed breast, before his lips clamped over hers once more, smothering her breath. Struggling wildly, she pummelled at his chest, but with little impact, and her panic reached fever pitch. ‘Help! Someone, please!’

‘Ain’t nobody coming to save thee, my lass,’ he told her between pants, slamming her back against a brick wall and tugging up her skirts. ‘So save your breath and stop struggling.’

‘Nay!’ With a shriek, she brought up her knee several times in blind desperation. One attempt managed to find its mark and she cried out in sheer relief as her attacker crumpled to the ground with a groan. Clutching his genitals, he glared up at her, teeth bared, but whatever threat he’d been about to make was missed on Laura – not wasting a second, she skidded around on her heel and pelted away.

How much later she couldn’t say – lungs ablaze, coughing and gasping for breath, she was finally forced to rest. As her energy returned it brought with it simmering rage that had her shaking. How dare he! Who did some men think they were, believing it was fine to treat women exactly as they liked? She was sick to the back teeth of the male species; she was, really. Bar her father, every last one could go and rot, for all she cared!

Looking around through a blur of tears, a flash of black smudged with green lettering caught her attention in the distance. She rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands and stared harder. It was. Oh, thank God … Gaze fixed on the familiar sign, she set off at a run once more.

Before entering her uncle’s yard she took a few minutes to compose herself. Her clothing was dishevelled, long tendrils of blonde hair had escaped their pins and were hanging around her face, and her eyes felt puffy. When her breathing had steadied and she’d tidied herself up the best she could she fixed in place a smile and passed through the gates. Hopefully, Amos hadn’t yet left on his rounds; all she wanted was to see him for just a moment, feel his safe and calming presence, and all would be well again. Please, Father …

‘Lass?’

Laura’s heart dropped as the voice called out her name from the direction of the office. Before turning, she scanned the yard quickly for a glimpse of her father and Kenneth, but there was no sign of either. Swallowing down her disappointment, she made her way across to Ambrose.

‘What brings thee here? Is summat up back home?’

‘Nay. I wanted to see Father.’

‘Oh?’ When she didn’t respond, he held the office door wide. ‘Come in, take a sup.’

Despite everything, his offer warmed her somewhat. ‘I’d not be disturbing thee, Uncle?’

‘Nay, nay.’

She nodded. ‘Aye. All right, then.’

Inside, she checked the pot and poured them each a cup of tea. After a few sips of the hot brew she felt a little better. She smiled across the desk at the older man.

‘All right?’

‘Aye, ta. I’ll just finish this and will be on my way, leave you to your work.’

Shaking his head, Ambrose leaned back in his chair. ‘No need, lass. I’ve allus time to spare for kin. So. What’s got you in such a state?’ He motioned to her tear-streaked face. ‘Summat’s upset thee. Am I right?’

Laura opened her mouth to offer a denial, then her chin drooped to her chest and she sighed. ‘Aye, you are. There was a man. He …’ She looked up at her uncle’s angry murmur and released another long breath. ‘I’m all right, really. I … hit him where it hurts and he let me go.’

‘Where was this? I’ll have the whelp hunted down and horse-whipped!’

‘I don’t know,’ she told him truthfully. ‘I was out looking for work, you see, and became lost. These streets all look the same to me. It was my own fault, really; I shouldn’t have wandered so far. Please, I just want to forget it.’

He released air slowly. His eyes travelled the length of her, settling on her chest; glancing down, she saw her bodice was missing a button from her assailant’s heavy handling. Blushing scarlet, she drew her shawl closer around herself. ‘Really, Uncle,’ she insisted in a whisper, ‘I’m fine.’

After a long moment during which his gaze remained rooted to her generous bust, Ambrose nodded. ‘I think it best we don’t mention this to my brother. He’ll not stop till he finds the divil and would likely kill him when he does. We’ll keep this to ourselfs, aye?’

Laura readily agreed. Amos’s love for her often blinded his judgement; Ambrose was right in what he said. Her father’s rage would be sure to see him do something he’d later regret, and the beast who had assaulted her wasn’t worth a murder charge. ‘Ta, Uncle Ambrose,’ she said with feeling.

He nodded once more then folded his arms. ‘Now, about the matter of thee finding work.’

‘Aye. Figg mentioned that her nieces are employed at Sedgwick Mill. That’s where I was heading when I got lost.’

‘Well, you can put that from your mind, lass. Starting the morrow, you’ll work here for me.’

She blinked in surprise. ‘Here?’

‘You object to it?’

‘Well, nay, but …’ Glancing through the window to the busy yard and the thick-muscled men hard at toil, she bit her lip. ‘You really think I’ll measure up, Uncle Ambrose? I’m stronger than I look, it’s true, but those sacks look awful heavy … What?’ she asked when Ambrose threw back his head and laughed heartily. ‘What did I say?’

‘Not out on t’ yard floor, you daft bugger, yer,’ he spluttered on a guffaw. ‘Nay. You’ll work alongside me in t’ office, here.’

‘Oh.’ She grinned sheepishly. ‘That makes more sense.’

‘It’s a ruddy mess, and that’s the truth.’

Taking stock of the space, she nodded agreement. ‘I’ll be tidying and such, like?’

‘That’s right. And keeping my papers in order – just by date will do if you’re not too sharp with the reading – and making brews, that sort of thing. Well, what d’you reckon?’

‘I reckon it sounds gradely, aye.’ And she meant it. So long as he didn’t think to treat her as he did his other staff, that was. She’d give him no cause to complain, of course, and in return hoped he’d show her the same level of courtesy. ‘Eeh, ta, Uncle. I’m that grateful.’

‘That’s settled, then. Now, you get going home.’

‘Aye, all right.’

‘And lass?’

Laura paused by the door. ‘Aye?’

Rising from his seat and closing the space between them, Ambrose fixed his eyes once more on her chest. Then he reached out and prodded between the cleft of her breasts – she squirmed beneath his touch, though he didn’t seem to notice. His voice was low and thick. ‘Get Figg to repair yon button afore your father notices. Remember, not a word to him about today’s antics.’

‘Aye, yes, I … I will.’ Gripping the shawl tightly against herself, she backed off through the door. ‘I’ll be going now. Goodbye.’

Throughout the short journey home her mind was a jumble of thoughts. That she’d gained a position she was, for her father’s sake, happy about. And yet …

Her hand travelled to the spot her uncle had fingered; his touch still lingered, as though branded there. Confusion and an odd sense of sickliness washed through her. She frowned. Then her rational side was telling her not to be silly, that she was misreading the situation. He was her uncle, for goodness’ sake … And wanting to believe it, she listened.

Still, she was at a loss as to why the unease coiling her guts remained with her for the rest of the day.

Amos was delighted with the news.

‘She’ll come to no harm under my watch, brother.’

‘Aye, that I know.’ He patted Ambrose on the back. ‘The lass couldn’t be in safer hands.’

Laura offered them a small smile and continued with her breakfast. Her encounter yesterday with the scar-faced varmint in the dark and deserted lane lay heavily on her conscience; keeping secrets from Amos, no matter if it was to protect him, didn’t sit well with her. However, Ambrose had been right: her father would be furious should he learn what had occurred, and that would do his health no good at all. Better that they kept it to themselves.

Her thoughts switched to her conspirator and their meeting in the office and her body gave an involuntary shudder. But again, she told herself she had blown this
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