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He went up to tell Meg but found her asleep, her long dark lashes still wet with tears.

Ginny stared at him from the bed. ‘She were crying,’ she whispered. ‘Our Meg doesn’t usually cry. An’ look at her forehead. It’s all bruised.’

He leaned forward to ruffle his little sister’s hair and, when her arms came up for a hug, he drew her to him and kissed her cheek before whispering back, ‘Meg won’t be crying when she hears my news in the morning. Now, get yourself to sleep, young lady.’

As he went down he told himself he was doing the right thing …


This book is dedicated to the people of
Lancashire, whose history and culture
have inspired me all of my life.
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PART 1

1827


1

September

Meg Staley hurried down Weavers Lane looking for her younger brother Shad, who was no doubt getting into mischief again. Her mother had gone wild when he hadn’t come home on time and since her older brother Jack was still at his reading class, Meg had offered to go and find Shad. Anything was better than staying home when her mother was in a temper.

She tried to avoid the drunken men clustered round the doorway of the Black Swan, but one of them caught her by the arm.

‘Let go of me!’ she snapped, tugging away from him.

He laughed and his grip tightened. ‘Give us a kiss an’ I will.’

She kicked out at him, struggling to get away, but he didn’t seem to feel her blows and his grip didn’t slacken. With a sinking heart she realised he was so blind with booze that he didn’t know what he was doing. ‘Will no one help me?’ she yelled.

Another man lurched forward, also well gone in drink, and she winced, terrified he would grab her too. Then she recognised him. Well, she knew most people by sight in Northby, it was such a small town, and Ben Pearson had once lived in their street. Now he lived near the bottom end of Weavers Lane, the less respectable end.

To her relief he took his companion’s arm and said, ‘You’re frightening the lass, Ted. Let her go.’

The drunken man blinked at him, then his grip on her slackened and he muttered, ‘Sorry.’

‘Thanks.’ Meg turned away but to her dismay Ben followed.

‘You shouldn’t be out on your own at this hour,’ he said, still in that slurred voice.

‘I’m looking for my little brother.’

‘I’ll help you.’

‘I don’t want your help. Go back and lap up some more booze with your friends. You’re all sots!’

‘You’re sharp-tongued tonight.’

‘I’m tired. An’ I don’t like tosspots.’

He stayed with her, frowning now. ‘Is that what I am?’

‘Everyone knows you spend all you earn on drink. An’ I’ve seen you myself many a time staggering down the street.’

He laid one hand on her arm. ‘Eh, I don’t like to think of that, you being so scornful about me.’ After a pause during which he studied her face, he added softly, ‘I’d give up the drink for a lass like you.’

‘Don’t be silly! Why should you do that for me?’ She didn’t pull away because somehow she didn’t feel frightened when this man held her. In fact, she felt sorry for him. He’d been married once, then a couple of years ago his wife had died in childbirth, the baby too. It was after that he’d taken to the drink.

He smiled at her. ‘Why? Because you’re special. If I give up the booze will you walk out with me, Meg Staley?’

She gaped at him. ‘Walk out with you? You hardly know me.’

‘I’ve known you since you were a little ’un.’

Before Ben could speak again, she saw her brother and yelled across the street, ‘You come here, our Shad.’ When she pulled away from Ben he let her go, but she was conscious of his eyes following her as she and Shad started walking back up the hill. Giving in to temptation she turned round, but he hadn’t moved, was still watching her, smiling as if he liked what he saw.

She tossed her head and didn’t look round again. Drunks would say anything. He’d have forgotten all about it in the morning. Anyway, she didn’t want to walk out with him or anyone else. He was years older than she was – twenty-four to her sixteen – though he was a nice enough fellow and had treated his wife well.

She sighed as her home came into sight. The only thing she really wanted at the moment was a bit of peace from her Mam’s nagging … and more to eat.

But she wasn’t likely to get either of those.

A few days later, after her shift at the mill ended, Meg slipped along to the outer edge of the reservoir and sank wearily down on the low wall that separated it from the moors, letting the chill, clean air fill her lungs. This was as far away from other people as she could usually get and was one of her favourite places. The remaining lights inside the mill shone across the water, but where she sat was in shadow. She didn’t want to go home yet, couldn’t face her mother’s carping. There was always something wrong when she got back from work. It’d be better to wait until her brother Jack went home. Mam was never as bad when he was around.

Meg sighed as she wrapped her shawl more tightly round her head and shoulders, wishing she had some warmer clothing. But her mother held the purse strings and always had some excuse for not buying her anything new.

As she looked across at the mill Meg scowled. She hated working there, and thought it unfair to be paid only a few shillings for her fourteen hours a day. She wouldn’t get a woman’s wages until she turned eighteen in just over a year’s time. They pretended she worked under the supervision of Jen Foster. As if she needed supervision! She was as good as any of the other women, quick with her fingers to piece together any threads that broke so as to keep the machines running all day – the weaving machines that made Mr Rishmore rich and young women like her so exhausted that by the end of the day all most of them wanted was to get home and sleep.

But where else was she to find work in a small town like Northby? She didn’t know anything but working in the mill and if she didn’t work, how would her family manage? Since her father’s death, they were hard put to cope as it was.

She heard feet crunching on the frosty ground coming towards her, but didn’t turn round. With a bit of luck, the person would walk straight past. When she heard the footsteps slow down and stop, she turned and glared at the man who had disturbed her peace. ‘What do you want, Ben Pearson?’

‘To see you, lass.’

She bounced to her feet. ‘I’ve already told you, I don’t make friends with drunkards.’

He put out a hand to stop her leaving. ‘I haven’t touched a drop since last time we met.’

She hesitated, finding this hard to believe.

‘I’d do anything to make you think better of me, Meg.’

‘I don’t know why.’

He chuckled. ‘Eh, you’re a blunt one.’

She shrugged and folded her arms tightly round herself as she waited for him to answer. When he didn’t, she asked again, ‘Why?’

‘Because of the way your eyes sparkle when you’re angry. Because I think you’re pretty—’

‘Hah! That’s a lie for a start. We both know I’m not pretty.’ She looked down at herself scornfully. ‘I’m too thin an’ my cheeks are hollow.’

‘Only because you work so hard an’ don’t get enough to eat.’

His sympathy made her feel uncertain how to deal with him and she could hear her voice coming out more softly. ‘How do you know what I eat?’

‘I know from what Jen’s said the sort of thing you bring to work for your dinner. Poor pickings, that. An’ everyone knows what your mother’s like. She thinks the sun shines out of your Jack’s backside. I bet it all goes to him, the good food. Does he know how little she gives the rest of you?’

‘It’s none of your business. Leave me alone!’ She pushed past him, afraid his sympathy would make her cry. She hated people to see her cry.

‘I’ll not be drinking tonight,’ he called after her. ‘An’ I’ll not let you alone till you start walking out with me.’

She stopped dead on those words, then turned round and stared at him. ‘You’re just making mock of me.’

‘I’m not. Never that.’

His gaze was level and steady this time and his voice wasn’t slurred today. He had a nice voice, gentle and light in tone.

‘Will you?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know. We’ll see how long you can go without the booze. A few days is nowt to a drunkard.’

‘Hard words. I s’ll prove you wrong, though.’

She moved away, feeling a warmth run through her. He hadn’t forgotten and if he did give up drinking, if he really did … Well, other lasses had fellows, so why not her?

Ben stood and watched her till her outline blurred into the darkness as the last lights inside the mill were turned off. He sat down right where she’d been sitting, feeling it linked him to her. He was living in lodgings, sharing a room, and had little privacy there, so he understood the need to seek places where you could have a quiet little think.

He sighed. It was hard giving up the drink, much harder than he’d expected. Yesterday he’d got as far as the door of the pub before he came to his senses. The lads he usually drank with were teasing him about it at work, but he’d set his mind to it, so he’d do it. He’d do anything for Meg. He didn’t know why he fancied her so much. He’d never felt this strongly about his wife, just married her when he found they’d made a child together. And she’d died so soon after he’d felt guilty, as if he’d killed her on purpose.

He smiled. There were other lasses much prettier than Meg, but somehow she made them seem like pale imitations. Her brown eyes glowed with such life when something made her angry, as it often did, that his breath caught in his throat to see it. And her eyes were nearly as dark as her hair, brown with golden glints. She must wash her hair more often than other lasses did, because it always looked nice. And that said something about her, because water had to be fetched by the bucket from the stand pipe at the end of each street to the tiny terraced houses Rishmore provided for his workers. It wasn’t easy to keep clean. Ben had seen how hard it had been for his wife.

Jem Staley, Meg’s father, had been killed in the machine-breaking riots – eh, that must be two years ago now! – and the eldest son had been transported. The mother had gone to pieces, leaving Jack to hold the family together – a sixteen-year-old lad at the time – helped by young Mr Rishmore’s charity. He was a great one for offering charity Mr Samuel was, but cold with it, so that you’d rather not trouble him unless you had to.

Ben shuddered at the memories. He’d been too ill to join the rioters that night and considered himself lucky. The incident had shaken everyone in town. Northby folk weren’t the sort to riot, not usually. And it had made no difference to the damned machines. There the new ones were, clanking and clattering all day, tended by poor slaves like Meg while other slaves like him tended the mill’s horses and drays.

A sudden longing for a deep draught of beer and the warmth of the pub weakened his resolve for a moment and he licked his lips, imagining the taste of it. His friends would be there by now, they’d smile a greeting and … He shook his head, mouthing the word no. He wasn’t giving in to it. Not any more.

But it was going to be hard.

Meg caught up with her brother Jack as he was walking home from work. He looked as tired as she felt.

‘Had a hard day?’ she asked, slipping her arm through his.

‘Aye.’

‘Me, too.’

When they got near the house, she grimaced. ‘I hope she’s in a better mood than yesterday.’

He didn’t need to ask who she was. ‘You shouldn’t answer her back.’

‘I’ve as much right to talk as she has – an’ I talk a lot more sense, too.’ Meg shoved the door open with a muttered, ‘Here we go.’

It was Friday, one of their two meat days. Not that there was much meat in the stew, but enough to flavour it. When Netta Staley began to dole out the food a few minutes later, she made sure Jack got most of the meat.

He looked down at the plate. ‘What about the others, Mam? They’ve got no meat at all.’

‘There’s not enough to go round today. They’ve got the gravy, haven’t they? There’s many childer don’t get even that.’

‘I’ve told you before: we’ll all share what there is.’ He placed a piece of the stringy meat on Meg’s plate, then gestured to Shad, Ginny and Joe to hold out their plates too.

‘It’s the breadwinner as needs that,’ Netta said shrilly, reaching out to stop him. ‘We can’t afford enough for everyone.’

As he carried on sharing his food, she burst into tears and left the table.

For once he didn’t follow. ‘Eat up, you lot. It’s a shame to let good food go cold.’

Meg cleared her plate quickly. It wasn’t good food, because her mother was an indifferent and careless cook, but she was ravenous so ate without complaint. Luckily for them it wasn’t one of Jack’s nights for going out or their mam would be hitting out at them after he’d left. She seemed to enjoy slapping them or hitting them with her wooden rolling pin. No wonder Shad stayed out whenever he could.

I wish I could leave here, Meg thought as she lay sleepless under the thin blanket, cuddled up against her sister Ginny. If I could, I’d go away tomorrow.

Phoebe Dixon watched her husband choke and gasp his life away. Three days it took from when Hal fell ill, just three days to destroy her life as well as his. She didn’t love him, but he represented the only security she’d ever known and they’d rubbed along together all right.

After she’d laid him out, she found the pot where they kept their savings and counted its meagre contents, much depleted by his long period of ill health, not to mention his spendthrift ways. She had just enough left to pay for a simple funeral. It would leave little for her, but Hal wasn’t going to have a pauper’s funeral, she’d promised him that and she always tried to keep her promises. Mr Pickerling, the Curate, would hold the funeral service. Well, no one expected the Parson to come out to a tiny hamlet like Calico, situated on the edge of the moors miles from anywhere – not for a mere alehouse keeper, or for any other reason if the Parson could help it.

The burial took place on a chilly day, with dark clouds threatening rain and a wind whining fitfully across the moors, sometimes blowing hard so that Phoebe’s dark skirts flapped like crows’ wings and the men had to hold tight to their hats. Some thought it wrong for women to attend funerals. She’d have thought it wrong not to go with Hal on his last journey in Ross Bellvers’ cart.

When the service was over the Curate waited for his fee at the gates of the walled burial ground which stood on a slight rise next to the church. For two centuries the dead of Calico and an occasional beggar or packman who’d died within the parish had been buried here.

Phoebe paid Mr Pickerling, who said apologetically that he was very sorry to trouble her for this money. She smiled and shook her head. They all knew how poor he and his family were on a Curate’s stipend. When he tipped his hat to her before walking off down the hill she stood watching till he was out of sight, not saying anything.

Even after he’d disappeared from view she couldn’t move because now that she’d buried Hal, she didn’t know what to do or where to go. At nearly fifty, with no children or living relatives, she could see nothing ahead of her but the poorhouse.

When Ross took her by the arm and led her back with them she went quietly, too tired to protest. The small group of men came with her into the inn she’d helped run for nearly twenty years. The Packhorse it was called, because once packmen had been its most numerous customers apart from the villagers. It stood on Calico Road itself, as most houses in the village did, and was a rambling old place.

The Curate said the rear part had been built even before Queen Elizabeth sat on the throne of England, built by monks to live in while tending their sheep. If he said so, Phoebe supposed it must be true. All she knew was she never felt comfortable in that part of the inn and avoided it as much as she could.

Back at the inn she found that the neighbouring women had brought in plates of food to hold a burial feast for Hal, which was kind of them. She smiled and nodded to show her appreciation, but couldn’t eat, not a bite. All she could do was sit there and wait, though she wasn’t sure what for.

The group fell quiet when they heard a horse’s hooves. When a gentleman walked into the inn, all finely clad, someone whispered, ‘It’s young Mr Greenhalgh – Mr Jethro,’ and Phoebe’s heart began to thud in her chest. If he came from John Greenhalgh, the owner, he surely brought only bad news.

The newcomer looked round the public room, not appearing to like what he saw. ‘We heard that Dixon had died.’

Heads nodded but no one spoke.

‘Which of you is Mrs Dixon?’

Someone pushed Phoebe forward.

‘We’re sorry to hear about your loss, Mrs Dixon. We’ll give you a week to move your things out.’

Tears came into her eyes. ‘Move out?’ She’d half-expected this, but it still hurt.

He looked at her impatiently. ‘Didn’t I just say so?’

There were mutterings in the silence, not a word clear but the tone angry like the distant buzzing of a fly against a window pane.

She found the courage to ask, ‘Can’t I stay on, sir? You’ll need someone to run the alehouse and I’ve been doing that for the past year while Hal’s been ill. I know the work. I’ve proved I can do it.’

‘Your husband might have been ill, but he was still there. My father doesn’t believe in giving such responsibility to a woman. Besides, what would you do if someone was drunk and causing trouble? A woman on her own couldn’t manage.’

He had raised his voice, though the group was so quiet he needn’t have bothered, and when he stopped one man muttered, ‘Does he think we’re all deaf, then?’ But luckily only the person next to him heard and dug in an elbow, making a shushing sound.

Jethro looked round. ‘Until we find someone to run the Packhorse for us, is there a man in the village who can take over? We’ll pay you, of course.’ When no one spoke, he added, ‘Otherwise we’ll have to close the place down.’

There was silence. People looked questioningly at one another, shaking their heads very slightly as if to decline. But if the Greenhalghs closed this inn, where would folk go for a pot of beer? The Packhorse was the centre of village life, the only place they had to take their ease, because it was too long a walk down the hill to the next village.

As the visitor began to frown and tap his foot impatiently, one man took a sudden decision and stood up. ‘I’ll do it, Mr Greenhalgh.’ He didn’t address him as sir, a word he disliked, because he wasn’t beholden to the Greenhalghs for anything, either his livelihood or his cottage, and glad of it, too.

‘Who are you?’

‘Ross Bellvers, smallholder.’

Jethro studied him for a moment, then nodded. ‘Very well. See that you keep the place clean until we find a new man, and no drinking away the profits. My father will expect a full accounting.’ He turned back to the widow. ‘Mrs Dixon, a word with you in private.’

Phoebe followed him into the living quarters at the rear, noting how his lips curled in disgust at the poverty of the furnishings and the untidiness. She wished then that she’d not let herself go to pieces after Hal died, knew she looked more like a beggar woman than an alehouse keeper’s widow today, and was filled with shame.

He held out a small purse. ‘This is to help you on your way.’

When she didn’t reach out for it, he tossed it on the table, turning to leave then stopping as if on an afterthought to ask, ‘Did your husband ever say anything to you about why he was given the job here?’

She knew what to say to that one. ‘No, sir. Never.’ But of course she knew why Hal had been given this place. Even men as close-mouthed as him talked in their sleep or when they were ill, and wives slowly put the pieces of the puzzle together. She also knew better than to admit anything.

‘And he didn’t leave any papers?’

‘No, sir.’

‘You’re sure of that?’

‘Oh, yes, sir.’

Without another word Greenhalgh walked out of the alehouse and mounted his horse.

Once the hoof beats had faded into the distance, Ross went into the back room and found Phoebe sitting weeping.

‘To throw me out!’ she sobbed. ‘He brought me in here to toss a purse at me. As if that’d make it all right! I’ve been here over twenty year now, Ross. It’s my home! I don’t have anywhere else to go.’

He patted her on the shoulder. ‘That’s a Greenhalgh for you. This is the only time one of them sods has visited Calico for years and …’ He stopped, struck by that thought. ‘How’s he to know?’

‘Know what?’

Ross grinned at her. ‘Whether you stay or go. You look a right old mess today, Phoebe love. When you’re back to your old self, he’ll not even recognise you. If he ever comes here again, which he likely won’t. We’ll change your name, though, just to make sure.’

She looked at him, hope dawning on her face. ‘What happens when they send someone to take over here?’

‘Depends whether the fellow’s married or not. If he isn’t, you can ask him for a job. After all, you know the trade.’

‘Dare we?’ she whispered, as if afraid to speak out loud.

‘Why not? You can run this place for me till the new man arrives, and if nothing else it’ll give you time to make plans. Nay, what are you weeping for, lass?’

‘Because you’re so k-kind.’

‘I’m not kind! I’m just being practical. For the sake of the village. What would we do if we didn’t have this place?’

From his tone she might have been accusing him of a crime by calling him kind, and she knew better than to repeat it. Folk in Calico kept their feelings to themselves. Let townfolk gabble on about nothing, people up here knew better. You should only speak when you had summat worth saying – especially when there were strangers around.

And her Hal would have added: Especially when the strangers were Greenhalghs. He’d been afraid of them, no doubt about that, afraid they’d kill him if he didn’t keep his mouth shut.

Jethro rode slowly back down the hill to Backenshaw. He hadn’t enjoyed telling the woman to leave but his father had insisted she must go. And no one dared argue with John Greenhalgh, least of all his son. Perhaps, given the circumstances, it was for the best, but she’d looked so shocked and unhappy when he’d told her.

One day, though, his father would die and then Jethro would make his own rules about how he dealt with his dependants and employees. He’d not treat them softly – he was too much John’s son for that – but sometimes he felt his father was unnecessarily harsh.

With everyone.

His own son included.


2

October

Toby Fletcher looked up when his workmate tapped him on the shoulder.

‘Bob wants to see you, lad.’

Toby nodded and went to wipe his mucky hands on a piece of cotton waste, then walked across the big workshop into the room Bob called his ‘office’, which was just a corner cut off the main space. They made all sorts of bits and pieces here – furniture, gates and boxes, odds and ends for the house – and they did house repairs as well, for Mr Greenhalgh and for other employers. Toby was one of the more skilled workers, good with his hands and always had been. He knew Bob Taylor valued him as an employee and he respected Bob. This summons would likely be a repair job that needed doing in a hurry.

Bob greeted him with, ‘Young Mr Greenhalgh just sent down word. His father wants to see you.’

‘Then he can go on wanting. I’ve nowt to say to him.’

‘Happen he has summat to say to you, though, lad. Word is, the old man’s dying.’

Toby had already turned to leave but spun round to ask angrily, ‘Why should that make a difference to me?’

‘It allus does an’ well you know it. Go an’ see him. Take my advice an’ make your peace with him while you can or you’ll live to regret it.’

For a moment longer Toby tried to hold firm to his refusal then he shrugged and left the office. John Greenhalgh owned half the small town of Backenshaw, nestled in the foothills of the Pennines, and although Toby didn’t work directly for him, even he would hesitate to get on the man’s wrong side.

Within minutes he was striding up the hill to the big house, having washed his hands and face but not bothered to change his clothes. If Old John wanted to see him, he could see him in his working clothes or not at all.

As he drew closer, Toby’s steps slowed down and he sighed. What now? Everyone in the village knew that John was his natural father, but that hadn’t made much difference to his mother’s life – or to his, either. Marjorie Fletcher had come over from Rochdale way when Backenshaw was just a village. There was no sign of a husband but she was carrying a baby in her arms, a strong little fellow nearly a year old. She’d been met and given one of the new two-roomed cottages to live in, on the master’s express orders, which had surprised everyone, but when folk asked her outright if Mr Greenhalgh was the father, she’d refused to discuss it.

Old John had had nothing to do with the two newcomers, not even speaking to Marjorie in the mill. He charged them the same rent as anyone else and left her to cope as best she could. He was, folk sniggered, too busy with his new bride and, ten months later, with his new son, to go after women as he had before.

Marjorie had continued to work in the new spinning mill Greenhalgh had built. Her hard work earned people’s respect and, though she might have slipped up once, she never associated with a fellow again and was a regular attender at church. But she never talked about her past or her family, not even to Toby.

As the baby grew into a lad the resemblance to John Greenhalgh showed up so clearly that you couldn’t doubt who’d fathered him – and the resemblance to his half-brother Jethro was remarkable. They could have been twins. So Marjorie explained to Toby that Mr Greenhalgh was his father too, but that he was bastard born and must never speak to the mill owner or expect anything of him.

Jethro, the legitimate son, was carefully guarded, though from what he needed protecting people never could work out. He went away to a fancy school for the sons of gentlemen when he was ten and he talked differently from the Backenshaw folk because of his lady mother. He kept away from Toby, even crossing the street to avoid him, but that didn’t stop the resemblance between them from continuing to astonish other people.

Until today’s summons John Greenhalgh had not even nodded to his natural son in the street, but the old man had attended Marjorie’s simple funeral when Toby was eighteen, or at least someone from the big house had turned up in a shiny new carriage, sitting there with the blinds pulled down but not getting out to join the other mourners. Mind you, they could have just sent an empty carriage as a mark of respect. Toby wouldn’t put anything past the tricky old sod in the big house. But at least they’d allowed him to keep the cottage which was the only home he’d ever known.

When he got to Parkside, the Greenhalghs’ stone-built mansion, the young man hesitated for a moment then walked up to the front door. If Old John wanted to see him, he’d let him into the house this way or Toby wouldn’t go in at all.

The maid who answered looked down her nose at him till he said who he was, then her frown turned to a more welcoming expression and she gestured him inside.

‘They’re expecting you, sir. If you’ll just wait here in the hall for a minute or two, I’ll send word up to the master.’

She’d called him sir, Toby thought with a wry grimace. Eh, he’d gone up in the world. No one had ever called him that before. Probably wouldn’t again, either. Clutching his hat in his hands he stared round, taking in everything he could because it would likely be the only time he saw the inside of this place. It was just as people had said, a bloody palace. He felt angry at such a display of wealth. It wasn’t right that one man should own so much when others were clemming for lack of food.

The maid came back. ‘If you’ll follow me, sir, I’ll show you up to the master’s bedroom. Shall I take your hat?’

‘Nay, I can carry it mesen, thanks.’

He trod up the stairs in her wake, amazed by how soft and thick the carpet was – even his clumsy boots made hardly a sound – and how beautiful the woodwork was. It had a patina so fine he’d have liked to stroke the polished surfaces and examine the pieces of furniture he passed to see how they were made.

She opened a door. ‘Please go in, sir.’

He paused to take a deep breath and square his shoulders before entering a room so big he was surprised to see it was only a bedroom. He and his mother had shared one only a quarter the size of this for years, dividing it with an old sheet hung over a rope, for modesty’s sake. Since her death that bedroom had been his alone, which was something of a luxury in a village where ten people might have to share a two-roomed cottage.

When he looked across at the bed he forgot everything else in his shock. It was as if he was seeing the ghost of John Greenhalgh, so thin and white was the man lying there. The resemblance between Toby and his natural father had always been very noticeable, even when the old man was plump with good health. Now, it seemed to shout at him from that thin, pale face.

John stared back at him, eyes alive with intelligence though the rest of him lay so still you’d almost think he’d died already. His face was grey-white and his lips hardly marked by colour except for a faint bluish tinge.

‘Toby Fletcher,’ he said, the first words he’d ever spoken directly to his natural son.

Toby nodded but said nothing. He stayed where he was, uncertain what was expected of him.

‘Come closer to the bed where I can see you properly.’

He moved forward, trying not to show how the room overwhelmed him, for it made him feel small, he who stood six foot three and was noted for his broad, muscular shoulders.

‘Thank you for coming,’ John went on in that husky thread of a voice.

‘They said you were dying. I’d not have come else.’

A younger man standing in the shadows to one side of the bed let out an angry choke of sound at this bluntness and took a quick step forward. Without turning his head, John said, ‘You’ll stay silent, Jethro, or leave the room.’

Breathing heavily, casting a furious glance in Toby’s direction, the man stepped back again.

His half-brother, Toby thought, surprised by a sudden feeling of amusement. A couple of years younger than him and a couple of inches shorter, but with almost the same face – a damned Greenhalgh face. This family looked down their noses at ordinary folk nowadays, though John’s father had been a handloom weaver and there were whispers that John himself had not made his early money honestly. The mill he’d built had thrived, though, and he’d been a model citizen ever since he opened it. Backenshaw had thrived too, and was now almost big enough to be called a town.

‘You’re a Greenhalgh all right,’ John said slowly, each word seeming an effort. He glanced sideways at his son, who was still scowling. ‘No use denying what anyone with eyes can see, Jethro. You and he look so alike and—’ He broke off, coughing feebly and gesturing towards a glass of water.

A manservant stepped forward to lift him up and help him drink. As he settled back against his pillows John gave Toby a wry smile. ‘I asked you here because I’ve not long left to live. We all come to it. Neither rich nor poor can escape death.’

‘It seems to me the rich escape it for longer than the poor do,’ Toby said, remembering another death bed and a woman whose love for him had shone in her eyes until the light went out of them forever.

John nodded agreement. ‘You’re right. But for all our money, we still come to it in the end. My money couldn’t save my wife when she fell ill.’ He paused to gather his breath. ‘I brought you here because – I find I cannot die in peace unless I do something for you, Toby Fletcher. You are, after all, my son.’

Another mutter from behind him and Jethro scowled across the room at Toby, who scowled right back, before turning to his father and saying sharply, ‘I need nowt from you. I can make my own way in the world. The only time I’ve wanted owt from you was when my mother lay dying. I knocked on that big front door of yours to seek help for her and got turned away.’ He’d been distraught at the thought of losing her. Eh, to think she’d been gone eight years! But there wasn’t a day passed that he didn’t remember her fondly.

‘I was in London, didn’t find out about Marjorie until it was too late to help her. I’m sorry about that. I did attend the funeral.’

That silenced Toby. So it had been him behind the carriage blinds.

‘It’s I who need something from you now, Toby.’

He stared across at the bed in puzzlement then gestured round the room. ‘How can someone like you need owt from me?’

The dying man was betrayed into a spurt of laughter, which made him choke so that he had to be given another drink of water. ‘I was wrong to do nothing for you and Marjorie. I need to make up for that now – if I’m to go in peace. So I beg you to accept what I offer.’

Angry words of refusal welled up in Toby’s throat, but the habit of years made him hold them back. Bastards like him soon learned not to make bad worse by taking offence easily, because unlike other lads they’d no father or brothers to stand up for them. And even when he’d used his superior strength to make his point, he’d got into trouble for it, which had upset his mother. So he’d learned to control his anger and use words and humour instead of blows to calm down a situation. ‘What did you have in mind?’

‘I’m thinking of giving you a piece of land and a small inn. Will you accept them from me?’

Toby waited. He wasn’t going to leap at the offer like a greedy puppy snapping at food. Did the old devil really mean it? Eh, it’d have been sweet to toss the offer back and tell Old John to keep his bloody inn. But it’d have been stupid, too – and Toby had never considered himself stupid. This was his big chance in life, so he wasn’t going to throw it away. It was an effort to force the necessary words out, though. ‘Aye. I’ll accept them.’

‘I knew he would,’ Jethro sneered.

‘Then you knew more than me,’ his father said. ‘I’m pleased, but can I ask why, Toby? You’ve always been very independent and you refused my offer of a job in the mill.’

He shrugged and told the truth. ‘I’ll accept because I’m not a fool. Because it’ll make me my own man, an’ who’d not welcome that? Where is it, this inn of yours?’

‘Up near the tops on Calico Road. The inn’s called the Packhorse. The village is called Calico too because they used to weave the cloth there.’

Toby had heard of the place but never been there, for it was a fair distance from Backenshaw, two or three hours’ walk.

‘I warn you, it’s a strange place,’ John continued. ‘The folk up there are independent to a fault and pride themselves on being moor folk and better than townies, so you’ll have to earn acceptance by them.’

Toby smiled. ‘I like it on the moors.’ The space and freedom up there seemed to free his soul from the weight of other people and he often went for a walk outside the village on fine Sundays to breathe the tangy, bracing air, so different from the smoky air of Backenshaw itself. And if the folk at Calico were surly at first with him, he felt sure they’d accept him after a while because he usually got on well with people of all sorts, which was why his employer often sent him out to do repairs to the houses of the better sort of customer.

Eh, to be your own man, to call no one ‘master’! Was it really going to happen to him?

For what seemed a very long time the man in the bed looked across at him and there was no reading his expression. Then he nodded. ‘Good. Make something of the place. Make me and your mother proud of you.’

Toby chose his words carefully. ‘I’ll make good use of it, you can be sure.’

John sighed and closed his eyes. ‘You’ll need to see my lawyer. He’s waiting with the papers in the library. Once you’ve signed them the place is yours. You can write, can’t you?’

‘Aye.’

The old man held out his hand.

Impelled by he knew not what, Toby went across to the bed, took the limp hand and held it in his for a few moments, before laying it gently down on the bed again. He didn’t speak or look back as he left the room. What was there to say? They hardly knew one another and it was far too late now to remedy that.

You can write, can’t you? The words rang in his ears as he went down the stairs and he could feel his cheeks going warm from shame. He knew the alphabet, could write his name and read a few simple words, but that was all. He was better with figures and could calculate how much wood was needed for a job as well as folk with fancy schooling, but he’d been too busy earning his daily bread, even as a small lad, to go to school regularly. That had upset his mother, but he’d been stubborn, going after money to put bread on the table because as she grew older she hadn’t always enjoyed good health and they’d had some hard times.

He followed the same maid down the stairs and into a room lined with so many books that he stopped in astonishment near the door. He hadn’t known there were this many books in all of Lancashire! A man clad in black looked up from a table near the window and gestured him across.

‘You’re accepting the gift from Mr Greenhalgh then, Mr Fletcher?’

‘Aye.’

‘You’ll need to read this before you sign it.’

Toby took the folded piece of paper, looked at how long the words on it were and handed it back. ‘You’ll have to read it to me. I can read simple stuff, but I can’t understand long words like those.’ No doubt the man would report that to the Greenhalghs and then his damned brother would laugh at him. At that moment Toby vowed to learn to read properly and never shame himself like this again.

He listened to what the lawyer said, asking several questions till he thought he understood the meaning of the deed of gift. There was only one condition: he was to provide a free pot of beer for his half-brother every January. He’d have laughed at that piece of foolishness if the lawyer hadn’t been so solemn-faced.

As he signed the papers, Toby felt relieved that at least he could pen his name without hesitation. He looked at the space where his father had signed, surprised as always by the way you spelled Greenhalgh. Why the ‘gh’ at the end should be spoken like ‘sh’ he’d never understood. He’d seen the word in big letters on the side of the mill all his life and when he started learning his letters had asked the teacher why, but the man had grown cross at being interrupted and said it wasn’t for him to question how his betters spoke their names.

The lawyer cleared his throat and Toby realised he’d been lost in his thoughts. He put the quill down and sat back, watching as a manservant and the housekeeper were brought in to witness both signatures.

When he walked out of the house holding his copy of the deed to the inn, he held his head high, shame at his inability to read easily forgotten because he owned land now. It was probably stony and barren if it was up in one of the V-shaped valleys moor folk called cloughs, but it was land nonetheless. The inn was called the Packhorse. Toby liked that name and hoped it looked out over the lower valleys so that he could watch the world, not be hemmed in by other buildings as he was in Backenshaw.

As he got near the place where he worked he threw back his head and laughed, jeering laughter so harsh he quickly clamped his mouth shut to keep it back. Make something of it. Make me and your mother proud of you, John Greenhalgh had said. Well, to hell with that! Toby didn’t intend to dance to the old devil’s tune. He’d make no one proud unless it suited him to do so.

If his mother had lived it might have been different, because he’d have wanted to make her proud of him, not to mention earning enough to buy her every comfort possible. But she was dead, so he’d do as he pleased now, thank you very much, John Greenhalgh.

And the condition attached to the gift made no difference. Why would his half-brother want a free drink of beer every January? It didn’t make sense for a man as rich as Jethro Greenhalgh would be once his father John died. Any road, Toby doubted his half-brother would bother to ride all that way to claim his beer, and even if he did, the arrogant sod would wait his turn to be served like any other customer.

When Toby had left the room, John gestured to his manservant to leave too and beckoned his son closer to the bed. ‘That should get him out of your way. Calico is a good two hours’ walk from Backenshaw.’

Jethro shrugged. ‘Perhaps, but as I said when we discussed it last time, I’d have preferred to get him right out of the country. Up on the moors isn’t far enough.’ Not when the two of them looked so much alike. He’d hated that since he’d first seen Fletcher in the street years before and noticed people staring at them both – then gone home and examined his own face in the mirror again and again, finding it so like Fletcher’s he’d been shocked to the core.

‘I tried that … hired men to talk to him about Australia. They promised him a free passage and a good job when he arrived there, but he told them he’d never leave Lancashire.’ John paused, staring into the distance before adding, ‘And I found I’d no stomach for harming him, so that was that. Nor should you hurt him. He is your half-brother, after all.’

‘I know he’s my brother. That’s the problem. But you surely don’t think I’d harm him?’

‘Who knows? But I want your solemn promise that you’ll not hurt him in any way.’

‘Oh, really, Father. Is this necessary?’

‘I think so. Men can be pushed into doing things sometimes.’ John paused to stare into a past about which only he knew the full truth, then jerked back into the present to say sharply, ‘I not only want your promise that you’ll not harm him, but that you’ll not let him be harmed by anyone else either. I owe his mother that, at least.’

So Jethro gave his word, though it hadn’t been necessary. He wasn’t like his father, whose ruthlessness was a byword in the town.

‘And I want your promise that you’ll go up to Calico every year for that free pot of beer.’

Jethro stared at him, read determination in his father’s eyes and shrugged. ‘If you insist.’

‘I do. You’re to keep an eye on the place. And on Andrew Beardsworth. He’s too close to it. I don’t trust him. He knows too much, has too much to lose himself.’

As the silence whispered around them, broken only by hot coals settling in the grate and the clock ticking on the mantelpiece, Jethro asked suddenly, ‘Why the hell did you do it, Father? I’ve never understood that.’

John stared into the distance. ‘I’d no choice. Her brothers were threatening to kill me, had a knife to my throat. They meant it too. I was rather fond of living. Still am.’ His mocking laughter at his own vulnerability turned into another fit of coughing.

This time his son held him up for a sip of water then laid him down gently on the soft feather pillow. The old man had always controlled his life too tightly and had a far harsher way of dealing with the world than Jethro would choose, but he found himself regretting the loss he would soon suffer.

The husky voice whispered on. ‘The last of her brothers died only a few days ago. As far as I know, they all kept quiet about what had happened because I paid them well when my circumstances changed. Now, let’s forget about Tobias Fletcher. My conscience is clear. I’ve left him well provided for and I’ve arranged it so that he’ll leave Backenshaw as soon as I’m dead. I just want to live my last few weeks in peace.’

But he died the next night, passing away in his sleep.

One Sunday Meg took a deep breath and announced to her family that she was walking out with Ben Pearson that afternoon. After a stunned silence, Netta let out one of her angry cries and bounced to her feet.

‘I’ll not have it!’

‘How will you stop me – tie me down?’

Jack moved between them. ‘But Pearson’s older than you, love, years older.’

‘He’s been wed afore – he’ll be after only one thing from a lass,’ Netta sneered. ‘And he’s a boozer, too. You can never trust drunkards. I’m not having it. Jack, tell her not to go.’ When he said nothing she started weeping loudly, calling his name again and again.

Jack looked at his sister. ‘Why him, Meg?’

She hated to see that careworn air about him. Like her he was young, but unlike her he seemed resigned to living with their mother, being her support in a hard world, for he’d made no attempt to walk out with any of the lasses from the mill. ‘Because I want a life of my own, Jack. As you should. And because I like Ben. He’s kind.’

‘What about his drinking?’

‘He’s given it up.’

Netta laughed. ‘Hah! If you’ll believe that, you’ll believe anything. Once a boozer, allus a boozer.’

‘Ben hasn’t had a drink for weeks. I’ve checked. I wouldn’t walk out with him till I was sure.’ Meg went to cram the battered bonnet on her head, wishing she at least had new ribbons to trim it up. She heard her mother continue pleading with her brother to stop her walking out.

‘No, Mam, she has a right to a life of her own.’ Jack moved to stand between the two women.

‘You’ll be sorry, Meg Staley!’ Netta screeched as she left the house, so Meg slammed the door behind her as hard as she could, something her mother hated. As she walked along the street she heard the door open again and knew Netta would be standing on the doorstep watching. She didn’t turn round. Let her watch.

Ben was waiting for her at the corner. His face lit up at the sight of Meg and the hard angry lump inside her eased a little. He held out his arm and she took it, walking self-consciously up Weavers Lane with him, seeing people she knew staring at them. It’d be round the mill tomorrow: Meg Staley’s walking out with Ben Pearson.

They went slowly up the hill past the rich folk’s houses towards the moors and to her surprise she found herself enjoying his company. He spoke so gently to her and he’d even brought food for them wrapped in a clean cloth: new-baked bread and crumbly white cheese. When they sat on a wall to eat it, he told her again she was pretty, and though she shook her head at that, she knew she was at least looking her best.

‘Shall we walk out again next Sunday if it’s fine?’ he asked as they came back down the lane.

‘If you like.’

‘I’ll look forward to it. I’ll see you to your door.’

She stopped. ‘Better not. Mam’s up in arms about me walking out with you and she’ll only be rude.’

‘It’s better we do this openly. As long as you are kind to me, I don’t give a damn what your mother says.’

Which made her like him even more.

When Meg went into the house, her mother was waiting for her and slapped her face before she could say a word.

‘I’ll teach you to cheek me, you young devil. And whatever Jack says, you’re not going out with that fellow again.’

She raised her hand for another slap and Meg put up her own arm automatically to fend it off. Suddenly she had had enough of this sort of treatment. ‘If you ever hit me again,’ she shouted at the top of her voice, shoving her mother away so hard she bumped into a chair, ‘I’ll hit you right back.’ Then she turned and ran out of the house, doing without food and slipping into the tiny chapel lower down the lane when it started to rain. She didn’t go home until the service was over and then walked slowly back, knowing that at least her big brother would be there to protect her now.

Jack saw his sister come in and thought how tired she looked. The straw hat was bedraggled and Meg’s hair was hanging in damp rats’ tails down the sides of her face. When she raised a hand to brush it back, he saw the bruise on her cheek and knew their mother had been slapping her again. He’d tried to stop her hitting the children but in vain. She always turned it off with, ‘Aw, it’s only a slap or two. Keeps them in order.’

‘Mam said you came back once. Where did you go afterwards, Meg?’ he asked.

‘Out on my own.’

‘She’s been back with him again,’ Netta said. ‘She’ll come home with a babby in her belly at this rate an’ shame us all.’

Meg rounded on her mother. ‘I’ve done nothing wrong an’ I won’t. How can you even think that of me?’

Jack looked at her searchingly. ‘Promise me you won’t let him touch you.’

‘I’ll let him kiss me. Why not?’ He’d done that already, a shy, gentle kiss, which had thrilled him more than her. It was the cuddle that went with it that had pleased her most. ‘I won’t let him do the other thing to me till we’re wed, though.’

Netta bounced to her feet. ‘Wed! You can’t go getting wed. We need your wages here. Jack, tell her!’

He pulled his mother down beside him and kept hold of her arm.

Meg spoke to him because she could hardly bear to look at her mother. ‘She’s not tying me to her for life. I’d rather throw myself in the reservoir. An’ when I want to get wed, I shall.’

‘Not without my permission!’ Netta looked at her triumphantly. ‘At your age you can’t get wed unless I say so. Not till you’re twenty-one, you can’t. An’ I won’t let you.’

‘Then I’ll live in sin, big belly an’ all.’

Jack shook his mother’s arm slightly. ‘Stop this. She’s only walking out with him and she has a right to make friends. She wouldn’t have run out again if you hadn’t gone for her.’ He looked at his sister pleadingly. ‘Just take care, eh?’

Meg nodded, an unspoken promise to him. Then she looked at her mother, an angry glance that said just as clearly as words that she’d run her own life from now on.

When Netta burst into tears, Meg left Jack to comfort her and went upstairs to take off her best clothes, which were wet now. Ginny was still awake in the bed they shared and Shad whispered from the next room, ‘She’s been in hysterics since you left, our Meg.’

‘Let her. I don’t care.’

She hung the clothes on the nail in the wall then sat on the edge of the bed and tried hard not to weep. But though she stopped herself from sobbing aloud, she couldn’t prevent a few tears from escaping and trickling down her face. She couldn’t stand living like this much longer. She’d do anything to get away from her mother, anything!

Ginny reached out to pat her back and the touch comforted her.

‘Why is Mam like that?’ Meg asked, not waiting for an answer because there wasn’t any explanation for sheer bad temper. ‘She’s got Jack doing what she wants. Isn’t that enough for her? I tell you, I’m leaving home as soon as I can.’ She meant it, too.
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