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Part One


1

The Arrival

The world was black-grey, endless and all-enveloping. For a second she tried to open her eyes, move her arms, but she couldn’t. Later she remembered thinking this is what it must be like just before you die; or just when you are born, before you know your senses are your servants. Her throat came back to her first and she opened her mouth. ‘Dad!’ she yelled. Instantly she was released. Her eyes snapped open into the welcoming dusk of her bedroom. She knew now she was properly awake.

‘What is it?’ her father’s voice growled from the bedroom below.

‘Nothing, nothing.’

She lay listening to the clock on the middle landing strike twelve, then jumped out of bed and stretched as tall as she could under the sloping roof. The attic was hot and airless. She loosened the strings on her nightgown and pulled it away from her sweating neck, then padded across the boards to the low window and pulled at the sash to open it. As she did so she heard a very unusual noise: the coughing chug of a motor-car.

The sound of its chuntering engine winged off the low houses, making Tait’s livery horses whinny nervously into the night air. The screech and thump of the brakes skittered over the large windows of the shops on Mainstreet, most of which were now permanently closed.

Then the motor-car’s machine clamour faded, sucked away into the shallow wooded basin, where New Morven lay cupped against the worst ravages of the North-east winters and shaded from the cool sun of its bright summers.

The clump of the car door closing was followed by the rustle of heavy clothes and the scrape and thud of leather luggage, as someone heaved cases and boxes from the boot of the car on to the cobbled road. Then a man’s voice started bellowing into the night, screaming and shouting: crying out with animal pain.

That was it. Chamber pots rang as feet crashed against them in the dark. Low muttered curses were swallowed as curtains twitched and blue gaslights blossomed.

‘Esther. It’s a man, Esther.’ Patrick Montague, New Morven’s only remaining grocer, was so close to the glass that his breath was steaming it up. ‘They’ve stopped the car at Plush Folly.’ This was the big double-fronted house at the end of Mainstreet. ‘The man’s up on the wall now, Esther, and they’re trying to reach him. This woman – she’s got this big hat on with a feather – and another man, fat feller. The taxi-driver mebbe. He – the feller on the wall – has an umbrella, holding it like some sword. Shrieking, screaming, can yer hear him, Esther? Here, Esther, look!’ He pulled the neat lace curtain up to shoulder height.

Esther, lying rigidly on her back in her own bed, the counterpane draped around her like a sarcophagus, merely murmured in her dry voice, ‘Come away from that window, Patrick Montague. Stop your nosing there. You’d think you were Gladys Gregson.’

Patrick put his cheek flat against the glass to improve the trajectory of his view. ‘Aye, Gladys’s got her nose in. Opened her window, would you believe? And old Hazelwood further down, and the sergeant’s lights are on . . .’

‘Patrick!’ The voice emerging from the sarcophagus had that dangerous tremulous note he’d first heard on honeymoon, and had spent a lifetime dreading. ‘I told you about saying Aye! Common people say Aye. Not respectable grocers. Ooh, my head!’

He sighed, closed the curtains gently, then moved the chamber pot to a place of greater safety far under his own bed. ‘Would you like an Aspro, dear? And a nice cup of tea?’ He had developed this aggressive mildness through the years, a sure weapon against her invading sharpness. She might just as well try to fight a feather mattress.

Interpreting her stifled grunt an assent, he took his old coat from the brass bedknob and shuffled barefoot across the cold lino out of the room. Downstairs, the kitchen was still permeated with the ghost of the intense heat of the daytime fire. However, the low fire would never have heated the kettle, so he resorted to the gas ring on the scullery window sill.

When he returned to the kitchen, steaming kettle in hand, he found he had company. He smiled.

‘Did you see them, Dad?’ His daughter, Finn, her fine fair hair fuzzy about her shoulders, looked insubstantial in her long nightshift with its neckstrings untied. She was smiling mischievously back at him.

He poured the water on to the tea leaves, glad that Esther was not there to tell him in her sharp voice about the rule of the teapot-to-the-kettle, not vice versa. She liked to use phrases like that. Vice versa. Non sequitur. Sine qua non . . . Half the time he didn’t know what she was talking about. And she did like to put her Gs on. Getting. Petting. Loving . . .

‘Dad!’ Finnuola’s voice was sharp.

He shook his head, dislodging the buzzing bee of Esther’s voice.

‘I said who were they? Those people at Plush Folly crashing around out there waking the dead?’ She watched him affectionately as he poured in the last scrap of milk from the jug on the cold window sill.

Finn had worked shoulder to shoulder with her father in the shop since they had arrived in New Morven. She had been seventeen years old then, fresh from a school in Gateshead for the daughters of tradesmen who had aspirations above the shop counter.

In a personal rather than an economic sense, her father was a successful grocer. She loved the way he entered the lives of his customers, exchanging gossip with the women. With the men he swapped racing tips and a bitter, inverted nostalgia for the Great War. She was impressed and at the same time worried at the way he persisted, despite her mother’s admonitions, in extending credit to customers with hungry children. She watched tenderly as, in his beautiful copperplate writing, he entered their purchases into the greasy ‘tick’ ledger, in the full knowledge that he would not be paid. ‘Might as well give it all away,’ her mother would say morosely. ‘He might as well give it away and be done with it.’

‘Don’t know, pet,’ he was saying now. ‘Gladys was gabbing on just today about Bella Smith’s being in Plush Folly this week, putting fires on and opening windows. But even Bella doesn’t know who this pair might be. Spitting feathers with frustration, she was. Lawyer feller from Priorton tells her to get the house opened up, beds aired and made properly. But not a word about who the folks might be. Five shillings she got, for doing it. Big money for her. And Gladys was talking about old Warburton, the old owner. Before our time. He lived at Plush Folly till ’28 then snuffed it. Bella says he was so mean he would use tea twice. Had the woman dry the leaves out again on trays. ‘Before our time, anyways,’ he repeated.

Patrick Montague had inherited the shop from his Uncle Sep in 1930, grabbing at the chance to come away from the supply business that had folded under him in Gateshead, with the bad times there. His wife had taken one look at this derelict village and acquired the headache which had never left her. The small shop in Gateshead had merely evoked Esther’s nervous stomach. At least up in Gateshead, she would say, there was the option of hobnobbing with other grocers’ wives; at least there they’d found a decent school for Finnuola, a cut above the thieves’ kitchen that passed for a school here in New Morven. Good thing the girl had got her schooling there before coming to this dead end of a place.

A good thing Finnuola was on hand to help. A grand help, Finn. He poured Esther’s tea into her china cup. ‘I’ve to get your Ma an Aspro, love.’

Finn followed him through to the shop and leaned on the doorpost, watching as he turned up the gaslight just a bit so he didn’t stumble over the potato and flour sacks, the boxes of tins and the stack of brushes, (head up), which he always kept at the end of the counter. Her nose pricked at the smells of slightly rancid butter and old potatoes, and the aroma of coffee and sweet over-ripe apples. This smell was her earliest memory: she had wrinkled her nose at such a smell sitting in her high chair behind the counter in the Gateshead shop, while her dad served at the counter, giving her mother yet another rest upstairs.

She went to stand behind the shop door and peered through an O of the Cocoa sign. She clapped her hands, ‘Look, Dad, that man! He’s walking right along the top of the wall, now!’

Unlike the other houses in Mainstreet, Plush Folly had a small garden at the front, protected from the street by a long, shoulder-high wall, divided in the centre by a fine wrought-iron gate. This gate had been made, they said, by Stearman Smith, head blacksmith for the old ironmaster who had built Plush Folly. Stacy Smith, Stearman’s descendant, had carried on the family’s smithing traditions, working as a pit blacksmith right up till the ’26 strike. After that he was blacklisted, never to work for legal money again.

Now the stranger, wrapped in a cloak, his face shaded by a very broad hat, was dancing away from his pursuers, parrying their reaching arms with his long umbrella. Suddenly he took a great leap over the stone parapet which divided Plush Folly from the post office next door and came racing down the street, pursued by the woman and the puffing fat man. The woman’s heels clicked on the cobbles and her cries were like the mewing of a cat in the quiet watching street.

More lights went on in the houses. More faces followed the progress of the strange trio along the street.

The man’s head lifted and his wild eyes lighted on Finnuola, standing in her nightshift inside the door of the little grocer’s shop. He skidded to a stop before her.

She stood like a petrified rabbit as he stared at her, gazing back into bright dark eyes, the burning focus of a haggard, furrowed face which had once been handsome. His ragged grey hair, sticking out wildly under his hat, seemed to have a life of its own. He dropped his umbrella and bent to pick it up, never taking his eyes from the girl.

His pursuers caught up with him.

Patrick came and put an arm on the doorjamb behind Finn. He did not touch her. Close as they were, he rarely touched his daughter.

‘Easy now, sir.’ From behind the door they could hear what the fat man was saying. He was pressing a hand to his own heaving chest. ‘Easy.’

The woman came to the other side of the tall man and took his arm, trying to drag him away, but he resisted.

He started to shout, ‘There, see, Jenny. See the girl? The innocent. The maid.’ He swept off his broad hat and held it to his heart. His yelling voice pierced the glass of the door and the large plate-glass window which had been old Sep Montague’s pride. ‘“There in the moonlight a straight slim figure dressed in a plaitless gown . . .”’

Patrick moved three inches closer to his daughter. Gladys Gregson, at her end of the street, could hear the ringing slap as the woman brought her hand across the tall man’s face. He quietened down then, standing up straight but somehow shrinking into himself. The woman stroked his reddening cheek and took his arm. Finn could see her mouth moving as she talked away to the man and led him back down the street through the high gates of Plush Folly. She vanished through the doorway, then came back on her own. She shook her head when the fat man offered to lift the cases into the house, and counted out his due fare from a large purse. Then she went in and the door closed behind her. Now the people of New Morven had, reluctantly, to climb back into their beds.

During the next week in New Morven, gossip bubbled like lava on the subject of the occupiers of Plush Folly. The little community was holding its breath to discover the identity of this strange pair. Fancy! Coming to live in this village. People did not come willingly to live in New Morven. They usually left here in their droves. People had been leaving it for ten years now. More.

In fact, they did not so much leave, as flee – away from the cold decaying houses; away from prosecution for petty crimes committed to relieve the poverty; away from the disused mines and the ghostly rusting hulk of the steel furnace unused for two generations; away from the fighting drunks, rolling off the Priorton train on Saturday – men and some women filled with beer paid for not by work but by errands run and little laws broken; away from the hoarse bellow of Sergeant Corcoran, who had brooked no trouble since his first week in New Morven when he beat Stacy Smith, Bella’s powerful husband, to a pulp.

Montague’s shop buzzed with speculation about the whys and wherefores of the arrival of this strange pair. Why were they opening the old house? Plush Folly had been left to stew since ’28 when the old man died, hadn’t it? Oh yes, everybody knew Bella Smith, wife of the mighty Stacy, earned a canny shilling every month to air it. But then she needed every penny, didn’t she? To feed her own and Stacy’s children, and, it being a second marriage for both, their shared offspring as well. And she needed money to service Stacy’s drinking habit, which went barely staunched by the parish money he wheedled out of Mr Marchant, the vicar, for his large and needy brood. Things were a bit better for Bella and the children since the Sally Army had set up the soup kitchen. But not much. There were knowing nods and laughs at all these facts in Stacy’s absence, but in his presence people were much more circumspect.

But still, no one knew for whom the house had been kept aired, or why. Bella Smith was no help in these speculations. She held daily court in Montague’s shop; her every word drunk in by Gladys Gregson, Emily Punchard, an ardent Salvationist, whose penchant for gossip reflected a warm genuine interest in the doings of her neighbours, and Mrs Fosdick, the stout surly housekeeper to the Reverend Hildebrand Marchant.

Bella had to admit to her eager audience that Plush Folly was well furnished in its old-fashioned way, and in good order because of her monthly labours. But when she had called at the house the morning after the dramatic arrival, the new occupant had sent her away with a flea in her ear. Bella savoured her role at the centre of attention, sharing her spluttering indignation with other customers in Montague’s shop.

Patrick was filling in a big order for Mrs Fosdick, and Finn was measuring out into screws of newspaper the tiny portions of sugar and tea which were Bella’s daily ration.

Bella folded her arms. ‘Ah gans there, back door like yer should, and she kept us there, on the doorstep! Dressed like gypsy-lady-muck, she was, but wi’ this long black pinny.’ The right-hand side of Bella’s face twisted with annoyance. The left-hand side of her face was rigid with the paralysis from the blow which had been a honeymoon present from Stacy. Their late marriage had been celebrated by a double family honeymoon spent in a tent on the moor. That would be the year of the Big Strike, when Stacy had been put out of his pit house for good and was in no mood for romance.

The speculation about the newcomers to Plush Folly went on for three days. Then, in the middle of a Thursday afternoon the woman from that house, carrying two large baskets, walked along to Montague’s grocery. Patrick smiled as the bell sent its trembling echo through the empty shop. Wouldn’t his regulars be disappointed! Not one person here to gawp and whisper: not even his daughter, Finn, who had taken the bicycle with its heavy basket to deliver the regular orders for some farms up the valley.

The woman, quite stout, was wearing a purple skirt, much wider and longer than women wore these days, and a dark red velvet jacket. A closefitting hat moulded her head over a bright scarf. She heaved a great basket on to the counter and placed a list beside it. ‘My name is Morgan Loumis. I have . . .’

Patrick came round from the other side of the counter and shook her hand. ‘You are over at Plush Folly. Welcome to New Morven, Mrs Morgan Loumis. Mebbe you’d take a chair. It’ll take me no time to fill this order.’ He lifted the list from the counter and peered at it, then felt the thrill of shock as he looked into her wide face and eyes dark as a woodland pool, and skin whose whiteness was made denser by thistle-fine hair escaping from the bright scarf.

He dropped his glance quite quickly and busied himself with the task of supplying everything from butter to coal-tar soap. He kept his eyes down, even when she paid, in cash: pounds shillings and pence! He had assumed she’d have an account as did the vicar. Patrick narrowed his eyes as he trickled a little extra sugar from the scoop, closed the blue bag with an expert hand and tucked it into the last corner of the smaller basket. Mr Marchant, the vicar, was one of the few people from New Morven that Patrick’s wife Esther didn’t play war about. In spite of this, the vicar was as hard to dun for payment as any of the unemployed pitmen from the derelict streets of New Morven. Harder.

Patrick lifted the baskets to the floor. ‘You can’t carry these yourself, Mrs Morgan Loumis,’ he asserted. ‘I’ll bring ’em down for you.’

She laughed: a bright appealing sound. ‘I’m no weakling, Mr Montague. I carried them in empty and I’ll carry them out full.’ She looked around the cluttered shop. ‘Do you have wall paint, Mr Montague? I need two gallons of white paint at least.’

‘I do that, Mrs Morgan Loumis, but the paint’s out the back. I can soon get it.’

She shook her head. ‘There’s no hurry, Mr Montague. This afternoon will do.’ She finally caught his glance and held it. ‘Send that girl. Your daughter is it? Send her across with the paint.’

Jenefer Loumis made her way along the street and back across to Plush Folly with her heavy bags. She found the house door, and all the sash windows looking on to Mainstreet, wide open to the weather. As she walked into the hall she could feel the current of air rushing into the house from every window.

She made her way down the passage to the deserted kitchen, heaved the bulky baskets on to the long table, breathed in very deeply, then went back to the hall to take off her coat and hat. She left the bright scarf on her head and leaned nearer the carved mirror, to tuck in the wispy tendrils of hair.

She did not call out for him. She had learned very early that shouting at him or for him intensified his fear. She took her time walking quietly through the house, closing the windows, cutting out the chill spring air. Before closing the back bedroom window she leaned out to steady herself, to stop her mind following his chaotic course.

The day was bright: not bright in the way that France was bright, but not anything like as dark and dismal as it had loomed in her imagination. When the money had just about run out and she knew she and Hubert would have to come here to County Durham, to Plush Folly, her imagination had turned this village into a dark outpost too cold to be called hell.

But New Morven wasn’t really like that. Not from this window. No pitheads visible here. In the distance the delicate tones of the bracken on the moor insinuated a line against the blue of the sky, unsullied apart from a wisp of cloud here and there. The rough grass in front of the orchard, (which had once been the tennis court), was greening up, ready for its spring spurt. Further away the apple and pear trees cut into the sky with spindly untrimmed abandon, their last season’s fruit rotted into the ground. Or stolen by thieves armed with claw and paw, or the human, two-legged ones, armed with well-aimed sticks.

‘Thieves and scoundrels, the lot of ’m.’

She shivered slightly as the ghost of her great-uncle’s voice crackled and echoed in the empty room. Jonas Warburton had had neither time nor respect for the men who worked in his pits. As a child, her blood chilled by the winter air, Jenefer had flinched at the bleak rasping voice which seemed to contain within it the very essence of this inhospitable land.

Now she smiled slightly as the sound of birdsong cut the air; it issued merrily from the rambling azalea bush which sprawled, unkempt, on to the rough grass. She turned her face to one side in order to hear better: a wren was shouting his territory for all to hear, like some fairground pugilist declaring his intention to take on all-comers. Such a large voice for such a little body. Her gaze moved to the black and white cat crouching expectantly among the winter-wet leaves under the trailing branches.

She pulled down the window and went out to find Hubert.

Her heels sank into the wet ground, and once she slipped on saturated leaves and twisted her ankle. She limped on. She was aiming for the large brick courtyard at the end of the garden. On one side was the old coach house, where her uncle had kept his trap and his small carriage. The horses themselves he had kept at Tait’s Livery, just across the back lane. Being appropriately careful with his money, he had expected Alan Newton, his gardener, to drive him around, in addition to his other duties, which varied from cellarman to gardener, messenger to boot-boy.

On the other side of the courtyard to the coach house was the brick cabin – calling it a cottage would be flattery – where Alan had lived with his wife, Susie. Susie scrubbed for old Warburton and anyone else in the village who would pay her for rough work.

The coach house, now housing the wrecks of Warburton’s coach and trap, was scattered with discarded tack and storage boxes bound with leather straps, covered with sacking. The air smelled of damp and dust, decomposing vegetable matter and the detritus produced by generations of small mammals.

Going across to one corner, Jenefer pulled aside some heavy sacking hanging across high carriage wheels which leaned drunkenly against a wall: just the kind of close tiny space Hubert liked. This was where Hubert had found refuge yesterday.

It was empty.

She made her way across to Alan Newton’s neglected cabin. The door was ajar, but the little room which comprised the ground floor was also empty. She raised her eyes wearily to the ladder, which thrust its way into the sleeping loft. Alan Newton and his Susie had curled up together there like two small animals themselves. One day Susie, trying to cheer Jenefer up, had taken the child up into the loft and shown her the makeshift mattress on which she and Alan slept. Jenefer had fingered the slatted racks with their rows of russet apples which smelled of summer. Bunches of dried herbs hung there too, ready to sell for cures as Susie made her way on her cleaning round, in shops in the village.

That was the day Susie had amazed the young Jenefer with the information of what men and women did together. She had laughed as Jenefer shook her head in mystification and disbelief. ‘A lad needs a bit o’ comfort, hinney, and a lass too.’

On reflection Susie had been so very right.

Jenefer poked her head through the hole. The roof-space had no window and was only dimly illuminated by light squeezing through the fissures between the tiles. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the scented twilight.

Her nostrils flared. ‘Hubert?’ Tears pricked in her eyes as she heard his sob of fear. ‘Hubert. It’s Jenefer.’ She clambered up right through the hole and crawled towards the corner in the direction of the sound. ‘Don’t worry, dear little one. Here I am.’

He was curled up closely under the eaves, his forearm pulled up over his eyes. ‘No. No. Go away. Away I tell you.’ The childlike panic was rising in his voice. ‘I opened the windows for you. You’re to go away.’

She sat down, put one leg either side of his crouching body and struggled to pull the tense ball of humanity towards her. He was a big man. At first he fought her: desperately he grabbed at her scarf, making her thick hair tumble down, then he slammed at her face with his fist so that her ears rang. She held him to her till the struggles stopped. Then she cleared his hair out of his eyes, stroked his face, and started to rock him backwards and forwards until the trembling stopped, murmuring that he was safe now, nothing would happen. He was safe.

She kissed him very softly at first, then with mounting passion as he began to respond. Then she helped him as he started to pull at her clothes and they made love there in the old dust amid the ghostly smell of apples.
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Collision

Despite progressively weary legs, Finn enjoyed her Thursday rides to the small farms up the dale. Pedalling hard, she gloried in the rise and fall of the land as it unfolded before her. True, the hills were hard work, but with every toiling ride up a bank she relished the thought of the freewheel down the other side. The nearest thing to flying, she told her father, with the wind in your face and the horizon coming towards you.

The bike Finn rode had belonged to Jacky Burslem, who had worked, man and boy, in Montague’s grocery. He first worked for Patrick’s Uncle Sep, who had inherited the grocery from his grandfather, Walter Montague. As old Jacky was never tired of telling Patrick, old Walter Montague had opened the shop when New Morven was a thriving village in the 1870s. ‘But it was different then, Mr Montague, see? That was before the gaffers at the big ironworks upped lock, stock and barrel, and set up again miles away in Yorkshire. Devil’s work.’

When Jacky finally retired, Finn carried on the tradition of doing the Thursday deliveries up to the farms on Jacky’s heavy old bike. The farm deliveries were not heavy in themselves. The families up there were self-sufficient in most foodstuffs, growing their own and bartering surplus among neighbours. Sacks of flour for baking would be obtained direct from Priorton Mill on Thursdays, when the farmers went into the Cattlemart. The wives would order other provisions to be delivered on Friday by the Co-operative Society. Some wives would take their goods back with them on Thursday, loaded by the Co-op boys into the trap or on to the farm cart there and then, while the husbands exchanged gossip at the auction, or reflected on a deal well struck over a pint or ten in The Bay Horse.

So Patrick Montague’s grocery shop did little enough business with the farmers and their workers in terms of flour, eggs, butter, vegetables or tinned stuffs. But they did call on the grocer for odd things like shoe polishes, pins or needles. Sometimes he would send nice samples of china supplied, ‘sale or return’, by his traveller, or some nifty little gadget new to the market. And he held an agency for vacuum cleaners where they would order one on credit from a pamphlet he carried, and pay him so much a week till they were paid for. From time to time he would tuck a new book, a romantic story by Ethel M. Dell, for instance, in Finn’s basket. Some wife would be happy for a little escape in the long winter hours. Finn knew not to offer it at the farms where people signed their credit agreements with a cross, the schooldays of such people having been spent in the fields, on the moor or in the byre, rather than in the village classroom learning their letters.

High Bank Farm, Finn’s last and furthest call, was tucked under the last of a series of hilly rises; it was a favourite stopping point. Mrs Fenwick always had a cup of tea and a scone for her, and the children, Anthony and Roddy, were entertaining to watch. And there would be lambs. At this time of year Mrs Fenwick usually had lambs: orphaned or rejected twins in straw around the great iron fireplace.

Finn was hurtling down the final narrow road to High Bank Farm when she crashed into a chugging motor-car and was flung violently to one side. The bicycle went one way and she went the other, rebounding from the bare prickly hedge into a muddy ditch. Wincing, her knitted beret knocked sideways, she crawled out to meet the chilly stare of the Reverend Hildebrand Marchant and the smirk of Clarry Tazewell, his driver.

Clarry’s smirk faded as the car engine died. It had taken him nearly five minutes to get the engine to turn over down at High Bank Farm. Now he’d have to get out and jolt his already sore shoulder on that blasted handle again.

The vicar’s glasses had slipped to the point of his narrow nose and his black hat was tipped too far forward on his bony forehead. The thin line of his mouth barely opened as he leaned further out of the window to speak to Finn. ‘You should watch where you’re going, young woman. You are a danger to life and limb, careering around the country lanes in this fashion.’

She started to pile up the spilled goods, ready to put back in her basket.

‘What do you say, girl? Have you no apology? You could have caused great injury.’

She looked from him to the sour face of Clarry Tazewell. ‘With respect, sir,’ she said slowly, ‘I left lots of room. Your car . . . your driver . . . came round the corner in the middle of the road. And it’s me that’s injured.’ She winced as she kneeled down to retrieve a patent iron meatmincer from the ditch.

The vicar now had bright red patches on the narrow planes of his white cheeks. ‘Will you stand up, girl, and show the respect you’re claiming, and get that contraption out of the way of my motor-car?’

She went across the lane, pulled the bike clear and stood watching as Clarry puffed and blowed over the starting handle. Finally the engine turned over, and he climbed back into the car. The vicar adjusted his hat and touched Clarry’s shoulder with his stick. The car pulled away, jetting blue coils of smoke into the air. Finn stood still for a second, then she poked out her tongue at the car’s retreating rear.

Mr Marchant, glancing backwards out of the window at the chaos behind him, caught sight of the gesture and scowled. Reaching into his inside pocket he took out his notebook and wrote in his neat crabbed hand, ‘The old standards of hard work, respect and honour are withering away, to be replaced by idleness, insolence and anarchy. Only by strength and steadiness of purpose will the slide into Bolshevism be arrested. Consider the stirling endeavours of Signor Mussolini . . .’

At High Bank Farm Mrs Fenwick poured Finn a cup of tea. ‘Mr Marchant and his horrible contraption, wus it? He wus just here, that vicar feller, going on about tithin’. Allus after money. Ah had ter tell him Tot wus at the lambin’. An’ he wus none too pleased, Ah c’n tell yer.’ She sniffed. ‘Ah’s Welseyan meself. It’s Tot who’s Church of England. An’ Ah get left here, tellin’ fibs ter his vicar, while he’s off skulkin’ there in the top barn.’ She put her head on one side. ‘Here, flower, Ah’ve got some liniment for them bruises, if yer like. It’s not Sloan’s stuff, but it works on the hosses.’

Finn shook her head and stretched back in the hard chair, closing her eyes for a second.

A hand nudged hers. ‘See Finn, see what Ah got!’ Roddy Fenwick was standing before her, struggling to hold on to a lamb, which was bleating pitifully at being removed from the warmth of the fireplace.

She took the animal from Roddy and nuzzled her face against the soft woolly skin, smiling over the knobbly head at Roddy. ‘He feels pretty strong, Roddy.’ This sturdy little boy had only been a baby himself, crawling around the stone-flagged floor, when she had first delivered to High Bank Farm. She placed the lamb carefully back in the child’s arms.

‘He’s a strong lamb, Finn. Ah called him George, after the King.’ He laid the lamb gently back into the straw.

‘Nee names, lad! Ah telt yer, yer da sez nee names.’ The reprimand was unemphatic. Mrs Fenwick’s glance at her youngest was fond. ‘Gan an’ get yer readin’ book an’ show Finn how yer knows yer letters.’

Gravely Finn listened to him lisp a complicated story about some children helping an old man to clean his barn. The book was home-made, printed in Mrs Fenwick’s painstaking hand.

‘He’s good, Mrs Fenwick. He’s really good. And before he goes to school, too.’

Mrs Fenwick smiled and offered her another biscuit. ‘He winnet get the stick for not knowin’ his letters, that’s one thing. Not like his dad nor his big brother. Ah wus always a good scholar meself. This ’n’s for the grammar school. Ah’ve made me mind up. The eldest’ll get the farm but there’s nowt for this ’n. He’ll need his wits about him ter get work.’

‘There’s no work down there in New Morven, nor Priorton, Mrs Fenwick. People laid off all over. The towns. Everything. The Means Test is emptying houses of furniture. Hungry people.’

Mrs Fenwick shrugged. ‘Ah read it in the paper. But there’s jobs for some. There’re always jobs for some. I wus asking that vicar feller about it. He gives us one of them sour looks. He canna but agree wi’ us, like. Like Ah sez to him, it could stand this bairn in good stead, the grammar school.’

She looked up at Finn. ‘Hasn’t done that lad of the vicar’s any harm. That Daniel Marchant. Do yer know he used ter come down here for the haymaking, the vicar’s son? Nah, yer wouldn’t. That wus years before yer came, an’ he’s been out in America this last two years, travellin’ they say. Anyway, he’s at Cambridge now. Now, that old vicar wus just sayin’ he’s doin’ well, young Daniel. In line for a good job in the gover’mint. Ah asked ’im about Roddy here goin’ there, an’ gettin’ that sort of job. But he said there was no chance. Talked about background. Breedin’, he said. Some half-baked parable about sheep and good stock. Looked down that long nose.’ She sniffed. ‘But you watch.’ She filled up Finn’s teacup. ‘Now tell us some gossip from down there. Ah never see a soul from one day ter the next up here.’

Glad for once to have a real tale to tell, Finn settled down to rehearse the story about the mysterious new people at Plush Folly.

It was an hour and a half later that a drooping Finn wearily pushed her heavy bicycle back up Mainstreet. When she got home Patrick greeted her with the news that she was to deliver two large tins of paint to Plush Folly. The woman (a strange one that!) had not been able to carry it, and had insisted Finn delivered at the first convenient moment.

‘Me? Why me?’ Finn flopped down on to the customers’ chair.

Patrick shrugged ‘I don’t know. Just be careful, though. They’re a queer pair, those two. But she paid cash, so her custom’s not to be sneezed at. And this stock’s old, had it for years. It’s money out of the air. You can take them across on the bicycle. They’re heavy.’

She stood up. ‘Now?’

‘No. Your Mam’s wanting her tea. You make that, an’ put ours in the oven while I finish putting up these orders for my round tomorrow. Then you can take the paint over before we have our tea.’

Patrick always closed the shop at five so he and Finn could have their tea together. Then he would open it at six and stay open until nearly midnight, the busiest time being just before eleven when the last train came down from Priorton, and late drinkers and picture-goers would drop in to spend last pennies on cigarettes or sweets on their way home.

As she stood up and went through the curtain to the back, his glance followed her, a slight smile on his face. Finn worked as hard as any man alongside him. She worked twice as hard as old Jacky, who was all mouth and not above adjusting quantities in his own favour. Patrick knew that, like himself, Finn enjoyed the work. The bustling shop was their front parlour, the centre of their life. The back room, their kitchen, was dark and stuffy, often as not heaped with stores the shop couldn’t take. Upstairs it was different. On the first floor Esther ruled. All that happened up there was painful complaint, the carrying of slop buckets and washing bowls, the providing of food and medicines, and books from the travelling library.

No. The shop was the thing, and his Finn knew it.

Observed very closely by a black and white cat crouching on the gatepost, Finn knocked on the heavy panelled door and stood back as it swung open at her touch. A faint shout from inside seemed to invite her in. She took the tins from the deep basket on the front of her bicycle and walked through the door. The inside of the house was dark, despite the late afternoon sun outside. Her feet clattered on gleaming tiles. The cluttered hallway smelled of mint and rosemary, nutmeg and some other arcane spices. And cats. She could feel the cat’s tail, a velvet lash, on her calf.

The voice called again. She pushed open the first door and peered into a room. Inside, the curtains were pulled across, so that even at this hour, the room was in deep shadow. From the high mantelshelf a single lamp fought in vain with the smoky darkness in the room. In the wide hearth a fire was struggling to keep alight.

‘Jenny, Jenny, why do you do it? Leave me, then come again, changed so?’ She flinched as a querulous voice emerged from a curious tall chair, which curled over like a conch shell.

Finn tried not to look at the chair. ‘I’m not Jenny.’ Her voice came out tinny and nervous. She swallowed and stood her ground. ‘I’m Finn Montague from the shop down on Mainstreet. Mrs Loumis asked for the paint to be delivered. I brought it across.’

She stepped forward and plonked the tins on the cluttered, heavily carved table which dominated the centre of the room. Then she turned to leave.

‘Don’t go! Why do you always go and leave me?’ The man’s voice was even more plaintive and suddenly very young.

She turned back towards the chair and allowed herself to look hard. The first thing she saw were the hands, white knuckled, clutching the arms of the chair as they reached forward. They were large and graceful, long-fingered and marble-white. Then the face emerged from the shadow. It too was large and graceful, with well-cut elongated features topped by the tangle of blackish-grey hair. Pale glittering eyes examined her from head to foot. He shook his head. ‘Neither Jenny nor the other . . . thing.’ He stiffened. ‘Who let you in, child?’

She shook her head. ‘The door was open. I heard you call.’

His eyes bored into her. ‘It was a long battle,’ he said. ‘A long battle. There were blood and brains on my sword. And the mud. Clinging mud. But I vanquished him, child. With a single swing of my sword.’

‘Vanquished him?’

‘Aye, the dragon.’ He sat back. ‘The greatest of them all.’

She smiled too easily. ‘But, sir, there are no dragons. These are modern times. Aren’t we just into 1933? There’re no dragons.’ Her smile faded as he stood up and lunged towards her, then past her.

Now he was bellowing, shrieking. ‘There, there, behind you child! Behind you!’ He was swinging and sweeping around the empty room, his arm extended as though there were indeed a sword in his outstretched hand. He put out his other hand to grab her. She ducked and tumbled backwards to the door and fled, his screams and shouts ringing in her ears.

She closed the door firmly behind her, and without hurrying, pushed the cumbersome bicycle down the path before mounting it at the gate. As she rode down the street she passed a hurrying figure in a wide green cloak: Mrs Loumis making her way towards those dreadful cries, to be greeted by the sleek black cat with the white face.

Then she could hear Mrs Loumis calling out to her. ‘You! Young woman! I wish to speak to you! Come here.’

Finn stopped the bicycle, stood with a foot either side of it and waited for the woman to retrace her steps.

‘What is your name?’

‘Finnuola Montague. They call me Finn.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Twenty.’

‘Gracious. You don’t look a day over sixteen! Now, you are to come to my house to tea tomorrow. Four o’clock sharp.’

‘I’m sorry, ma’am, but I cannot. I work in my father’s shop at that time.’ She hesitated. ‘We do close the shop between five and six.’

The dark eyes pierced into hers. ‘Five then. Come at five. We will share a glass of wine. Madeira wine. “A beaker full of the warm South.”’ A hand, none too small, reached out and caught her forearm in a painful grip. ‘You have to come, Finnuola Montague. He thinks he recognised you. You will have to come.’
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