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The Silence of Strangers

‘I wish to have a proper proposal, if you please, Mr Townley . . .’

‘Indeed, I quite understand, Miss Fielden. It is what every woman is entitled to.’ He had been ready to smile, for both of them knew this was a business arrangement and could not, should not, be treated as something romantic. She had not returned his smile, though, merely waited for him to continue.

‘Would you like it if I were to kneel, Miss Fielden?’ he asked.

‘That won’t be necessary, Mr Townley.’

Her steady expression confused him for a moment, then, ‘Will you marry me, Nella Fielden? It would please me if you said yes.’

It seemed she was satisfied but she still had things to say.

‘You don’t speak of love, Mr Townley.’

‘Should I, Nella?’
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Author’s Note

Though many of the preparations described in this book have their basis in fact, they should not be considered as effective today and indeed, if used incorrectly, could be harmful. 


1

His eyes met hers briefly and without undue interest, then moved on, coming to rest first on Dove then on Linnet and into their brilliant blue depths percolated that stunned but very familiar expression her sisters caused in all members of the opposite sex. It was a mix of disbelief and awe, longing and confusion. Disbelief that such beauty could exist; awe that it should display itself in not one but two young faces; longing which afflicts a man at the sight of a desirable woman and confusion over which of them, given the choice, he would pick for his own.

Nella felt the wry amusement lift the corners of her own very ordinary mouth and wondered for the thousandth time why nature had seen fit to bless Dove and Linnet, both of them equally since they were identical twins, with the gift of beautiful faces and figures to match, affording herself nothing more than a wicked sense of humour and a tenacity of spirit which had so far allowed her to transcend her own shortcomings.

And yet she had thought herself to be looking particularly fine this evening. She supposed that in compensation for her unbecoming tendency to laugh at the most inconvenient times – inconvenient to her father, that is – her excessively stubborn will and her quite commonplace features, she might be said to have an instinctive awareness of fashion, a flair if you like, for what especially suited her. Tonight she wore a gown of rich, ivory panne, a soft silk between a velvet and a satin, her white shoulders rising from a low-cut bodice scattered with tiny seed pearls. The skirt was wide, held out by half a dozen starched petticoats. Her elbow-length gloves were of ivory silk and her high-heeled kid dancing slippers added three inches to her height which was already six inches above what was considered fashionable. The weight of her blatantly fox red hair was brushed back severely from her white brow in an attempt to subdue its defiant inclination to curl. She had dressed it in one massive coil at the nape of her neck and it tipped her head back to an imperiously proud angle. A single ivory velvet rose was pinned at the centre of the coil. Around her neck was a narrow velvet jeanette scattered with pearl clusters and she wore pearl droplets in her ears. She was stylish, dashing, she supposed, in contrast to the enchantingly girlish loveliness of her sisters but it made no difference, for no one, least of all the man who stepped out to greet her father, gave Nella Fielden a second glance.

“Good evening, sir,” the man remarked pleasantly. His voice was soft and yet deep with that slight northern broadening of his vowels which they all had to some degree in the small Lancashire township of Marfield. He was tall, six inches taller than she was, with strong, well-muscled shoulders which had not been gained sitting at a desk, she decided. They strained at the seams of his well-cut but slightly shabby evening coat. His hair was a dark, rich brown, almost black, catching the glow from the hundreds of fragrant, beeswax candles which lit the ballroom, inclined to curl, she thought, but smoothly brushed. He was clean shaven, his skin dark, slashed with eyebrows more accustomed to frowning than smiling, which he was doing now and his mouth was long, the bottom lip full. A hard mouth with a hint of cruelty in it, the chin beneath it doing its best to curb its tense and arrogant jut. It was a face which said its owner cared nought for fools nor numbskulls and in the deep blue of his darkly lashed eyes silver flecks stirred dangerously like small warning lights.

Ezra Fielden had no choice but to stop and behind him his three daughters did the same while all about them the residents of Marfield, those who had the means to purchase a ticket for this lavish affair, watched with avid interest.

It was February 10th, 1840 and this very morning their new little Queen had been joined in matrimony to her German Prince and if all the rumours were true, and Marfield saw no reason to disbelieve them, she and her new husband would already be embosomed in the depths of their marriage bed. A love match, it was reported to be, passionately so on Her Majesty’s part, so good luck to the lass, these blunt northerners said, for every woman, even a Queen, needs the protection of a husband. This ball, held in the Assembly Rooms, was to celebrate the event, a grand occasion attended only by the wealthy and socially prominent of the county, come from as far afield as St Helens and Wigan, Liverpool and even Manchester.

“Oh aye, and who might you be?” Ezra asked threateningly, seriously put out at being greeted by this impertinent jackanapes who, though he had a familiar look about him, Ezra could not readily place. Ezra Fielden was as square and substantial as the stone from which his own house was built. Not tall. His eldest daughter topped him by several inches, but a big man with a deep chest, well-muscled arms and large capable hands. His face was florid, his neck short and thick, and his iron grey hair and beard were well trimmed. A solid man in his expensive and faultlessly tailored black evening dress coat and trousers. His cravat and shirt front were of the very best quality and snowy white. He wore a great deal of jewellery for he was a wealthy man and saw no reason to disguise it and the diamond pin at his neck testified to it, as did the cufflinks which matched the pin. He wore an enormous gold signet ring on the little finger of his left hand and across his shirt front was a splendid gold hunter on a solid gold chain.

“Jonas Townley, sir.” The man who stood in their path bowed slightly, not with anything which might be called humility nor even, his manner seemed to indicate, with any desire to show courtesy, but from a need to get himself noticed, acknowledged by the man who was not only the richest in Marfield, perhaps even St Helens, but had two of the prettiest daughters any man could wish for.

“Townley, Townley? Not Abel Townley’s lad?” Ezra frowned, the remembered name giving him no pleasure. Far from it, it appeared, for his face darkened ominously and he half turned as though to gather in the precious flock of his girls who, his attitude seemed to imply, were about to be threatened by this presumptuous young pup who had no right to have approached him in the first place.

“Yes, sir, home some weeks ago for my brother’s funeral.” It was said with the deliberate intention of evoking sympathy. Jonas Townley saw the hesitation in the older man’s face. He straightened his tall frame, at the same time arranging his features in what he hoped was an expression of suitable sorrow, though it went against his own straightforward and obstinate nature to do so. He hated pretence but beggars had no bloody choice, he told himself sourly and if he was forced to gain attention by begging sympathy, then he’d damned well have to swallow his own bit of pride and get on with it. But it was bloody hard.

“Ahem, yes . . . a sorry affair, lad. You have my condolences.” Ezra, having satisfied the proprieties, prepared to move on, gathering his daughters about him. But without seeming to move in any way that might be called deliberate, Jonas placed himself more firmly in the path of the small group. His smile was sad.

“Thank you, sir. You are very kind, but this is not my only reason for coming home. The Townley mine belongs to me now and I mean to see what’s needed to reopen it.”

“Reopen it!” Ezra’s mouth fell open.

“Yes, sir. There is plenty of coal there . . . but really, I do apologise” – turning to smile courteously at the ladies – “this is not the time nor the place to be discussing such things.” He bowed again, his deep blue eyes assessing in one knowledgeable glance the qualities of each of Ezra’s daughters, before turning back to Ezra himself. “I believe you knew my father, sir,” he went on.

“Aye . . . well, that’s true, I did.” Ezra was diverted as Jonas had meant him to be. “Me and Abel Townley went to the grammar school together, sat next to each other in’t same class . . .” He began to smile reminiscently despite himself.

“He was a bit of a lad, was Abel. Him and me got up to no end of tricks. If we weren’t fighting one another, we were stood back to back fighting the rest of the class, but he wouldn’t shape when . . . well, hrmm, hrmm . . .” He had evidently been about to make some scathing remarks to the effect that young, tricky Abel Townley had not settled to adulthood as he should, when he remembered that this was Abel’s lad who stood before him. A lad who had not only lost a father but a brother in the last six months.

“A bad business, aye, a bad business, but there it is,” he continued, conveying in those few words his own disapproval of a man who did not “shape”, who did not tackle his responsibilities, who did not take life by the scruff of its neck and force it to his own will as he had done. With the evident intention of proceeding, he turned again to his three daughters who were still grouped charmingly behind him.

His two youngest had the modestly downcast eyes of the well-brought-up ladies they undoubtedly were and his own softened as he regarded them. They were so perfect, so fragile and dainty, his lasses, with masses of pale silk hair and the ivory-tinted skin their mother had bequeathed them. Their eyes were an incredible blue-green, cloudy and mysterious. They had softly tremulous rosy mouths and were as passive as lilies. They were both in white as befitted their age, misted gauze, their flounced skirts strewn with knots of silver ribbon and tiny pink rosebuds. Their hair was parted in the centre with ringlets falling over each ear and in a bunch at the backs of their heads, and in them silver and pink satin ribbons were entwined. Aye, his little doves, his gentle obedient little doves who wanted nothing more than to please, to learn from him, extending to him a wide-eyed docility which would, when the time came, equally please a husband. Innocent they were with the perfect manners they had been taught by their governess who had been the best money could buy. Brought up to be the wives of men, industrialists or coal owners like himself, well-to-do, shrewd men who knew the value of money as he did, men of standing in the community.

But increasingly, as they grew, Ezra had begun to realise that he had bred something unique in his two younger daughters and it occurred to him that they had in them a quality which, with him to guide them, might attract not just a wealthy mill owner, or colliery owner, but gentry, perhaps even aristocracy. A landed gentleman with a title to exchange for the cash Ezra Fielden would undoubtedly transfer from his keeping to theirs, as he would his daughters. For instance, that sprig who had just inherited from his grandfather at Daresbury Park. Three thousand acres of moor, pasture and woodland, with not a penny piece to his name, so Ezra had heard, and then there was Sir Christopher Faulkner’s lad from beyond St Helens. Sir Christopher was a friend of Lord Thornley from Thornley Park, but all of them, sons and fathers alike, had cast more than a casual eye in the direction of his girls at the ball last November to mark the announcement of Her Majesty’s forthcoming marriage, that which had occurred today.

Another pair of eyes demanded something of him from behind Linnet. A pair of moss green eyes in which gold and brown flecks blazed, a sure sign that their owner was under some urgent compulsion, staring at him with a fixed intensity which was very familiar, and he sighed impatiently.

“Aye, well, we best get on,” he said ominously, ignoring his eldest daughter’s appeal, not caring for it either since, though he understood what she wanted, he could not for the life of him understand why. Nella took no interest in the besotted young gentlemen who did their best to hang about her sisters, calling them fools and nincompoops, glad, it seemed, to be overlooked by them which was just as well, for though her dowry would be extensive, an attraction to any man, his eldest daughter was not. Too outspoken for a start, coming out with statements which a gentleman did not wish to hear, liking his womenfolk to be quiet, self-effacing and about her own business which was running his home and bearing his children.

Nella had opinions on everything under the sun, from the education schemes and the way in which the Church monopolised the education grant awarded by the government, to the establishment of the system of uniform penny postage which she thought to be excellent. The Chartists’ agitation interested her, she told everyone who would listen, being of the opinion that many of the working class were cruelly exploited. In short she made gentlemen uneasy and at twenty-two was fast heading towards that sorriest of all fates, spinsterhood.

“Are you not going to introduce us to the son of your old school friend, Father?” Nella heard herself saying and Jonas Townley turned to look at her for the second time. He did not really see her, of course, she was aware of that, for his eyes were still full of her sisters, either one would do, but nevertheless he allowed her a moment’s scrutiny. He was grateful to her, she could tell, and he smiled, not seeing the strange expression which flitted for no more than five seconds across her face. Her father’s lips tightened ominously and Nella knew he was not pleased. It would have suited Ezra Fielden to brush by this man who had in the space of five minutes awakened in her an emotion she had never before experienced. She was not awfully sure what it was nor how it had come upon her so suddenly, but it moved strongly inside her and she had a keen desire to examine it, and him, in close detail. Her father did not care for him, that was evident, wanting nothing more than carefully to shepherd his precious daughters out of the intruder’s reach. All of Marfield knew Jonas Townley’s circumstances. He had been expected to sell the mine he had inherited on the death of his older brother, and salvage what he could from what had once been a thriving business. He himself was a mining engineer, having gained his qualifications at a fine university in Edinburgh, she had heard, and had experience at the coal face, and could find employment anywhere mining went on but it appeared he did not mean to do so. He meant to run his own mine and it seemed her father knew exactly what was needed to accomplish that miracle.

But the whole of Marfield, at least those who mattered, were looking on and he could hardly refuse his daughter’s request.

“These are my daughters, Townley,” he said abruptly. “Nella, Dove and Linnet. Nella, this is Jonas Townley, Dove . . . Linnet . . .” The introductions were brusque, almost rude and the tight, clenched annoyance with which they were made was very plain. But Nella could see that Jonas did not care in the least since he had achieved what he had set out to do. He bowed over her hand, then her sisters’, holding their gloved fingers not a moment longer than convention allowed. His eyes, narrowed, quizzical, assessing what could be gained for Jonas Townley, were the first thing Nella had noticed about him. The second was his hands. They were well shaped, brown, sure and absolutely steady, the palms square, the fingers long and slender. Strange hands really, having in them the strength of a man who is not afraid to dirty them in his chosen profession and yet giving the impression of an artist perhaps, a creative man of some refinement. A complex man who would be as elusive as smoke, she thought, a man who would break the heart of the woman who loved him. His blue eyes for a fraction of a second were triumphant and those about the group who had overhead the exchange and the introductions were made aware that Jonas Townley had a toe in the door, so to speak, of the Fielden household. Not that it would do him the slightest good if Ezra took against him, which it seemed he had by the look on his highly coloured face.

“I would be honoured if I might claim a dance, Miss Dove, and Miss Linnet . . . oh, and Miss Fielden too, if you have one to spare,” Jonas added hastily, his eyes gleaming, his face smooth and unperturbed.

“I think that might be arranged, Mr Townley,” Nella answered, her own eyes narrowing in amusement as she handed him her dance card.

It was completely empty and for a brief moment as he took it he felt his own amusement well up in him in response. He found her ability to laugh at herself – and her empty card – somewhat touching and his smile was genuine as he looked briefly into her face. He pencilled in his name against two dances, neither of them committing him to anything more than was demanded for politeness’ sake: the dance after the first supper interval and another before the second.

Her sisters’ cards were another matter entirely, being almost full and though he would dearly have loved to be supper partner to one or the other, both were taken. There was one space only on both cards and before their father, whose face was thunderous, could object, he hastily scribbled in his name.

“Thank you, Miss Fielden, Miss Dove, Miss Linnet, and you, sir. It is most kind of you to remember my father. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other friends to greet.” The words implied to Ezra and to his daughters that they were now included in that number, leaving the way open for further encounters, one presumed, social encounters of the sort the well-to-do of Marfield exchanged with one another.

“I look forward to seeing you later in the evening.” He grinned, a wicked pirate’s grin which said he was convinced the booty would soon be his, bowed gracefully in the direction of the ladies, spun on his heel and made his way towards a group of gentlemen. Nella smothered her own grin.

“Insolent young pup,” Ezra growled, guiding his daughters in the direction of a table around which several gilt and velvet chairs were arranged. There were cards in a smaller anteroom, off the ballroom, where Ezra meant to spend the evening, but first he must make sure his unmarried daughters were properly chaperoned by a married lady, as society demanded. This sort of affair was not one he cared for, since he detested dancing, but a game of cards with other gentlemen, a brandy at his elbow and a cigar between his teeth, would pass the evening pleasantly enough until the time came for him to take his daughters home. He could already see Henry Graham and Fred Lockwood making their way towards the card-room, and, to his relief, their wives were with them, presumably having left their wraps, and adjusted whatever women adjusted before the mirror, in the ladies room. Mrs Graham, the wife of the banker, was keeping a close eye on her one chick, a nervous and very plain girl who went – hopefully, one assumed – by the name of Hope. Behind her was Mrs Lockwood with her own two daughters, Jessica and Catherine, languid and bored in what they believed was the manner in which the gentry comported themselves, though Fred was no more than a coal owner like Ezra. Not that Ezra described himself as only a coal owner for he and men like him had brought prosperity to Marfield. Had his grandfather not been prepared to take the risk, putting his own life in danger on many occasions in the black depths of the collieries he opened up; had not the forebears of Tom Young, who was in glass, and Jack Ellison, who was the owner of a thriving chemical factory, not been ready to gamble, to dare, to take advantage of the new industrial era which was just beginning, Marfield and towns such as St Helens and all its thriving acolytes would not even exist, or if they did would be no more than tiny hamlets where not even a coach stopped.

Oh, yes, Ezra was industrious, hard-headed and cunning but he had what he liked to think of as integrity, though he was not above making a sharp penny if his opponent was not shrewd enough to know when he was being . . . well . . . manipulated! An ambitious man who wanted to see his daughters well married, safe and comfortable, his collieries continuing to thrive, his fortune to grow, and himself to remain in the splendid health he had always known until he was ready to put it all in good hands of his own choosing.

“Now then, there’s Mrs Graham and Mrs Lockwood come to see to you lasses,” he said with great relief, “so I’ll be off. Now mind you behave yourself, Nella, and try to keep a civil tongue in your head. There’s no need to air your views on Chartism neither, because Mrs Graham won’t like it, and if that Jonas Townley comes sniffing round you again you can tell him from me I won’t have it. Cocky young devil! Just as if I care about his damned father, nor his brother neither. Both of them ne’er-do-wells, and is it any wonder they lost the mine . . .”

“Hardly that, Father.” Nella’s voice was flippant. “You heard him say he was to reopen it. You can hardly blame Mr Townley for the . . . carelessness of his family and it seems to me he is to be applauded for doing his best to put things right. After all, he—”

“There you go, Nella, opening your mouth and going on about matters that don’t concern you and which you know nothing about. How many times have I told you?”

“Please, Father. Everyone is listening,” Dove hissed, conscious as any young, unmarried girl would be of how it looked to have one’s father and sister arguing in public. There might have been a prospective husband within earshot, for heaven’s sake!

“Tricky young fool,” her father snarled, goaded not only by Jonas Townley’s bloody nerve in approaching his daughters, but by Nella’s contradiction and it was not immediately apparent which of the two he meant.

Fortunately, at least in the opinion of his two youngest daughters, just as he was about to get his second wind on the subject of Jonas Townley, Mrs Graham and Mrs Lockwood arrived at the table. There were greetings, the confusion of finding chairs for the two matrons and the five young ladies which forestalled any further argument and, after seeing that the ladies had everything they needed, Ezra took his thankful leave of them, wishing, and not for the first time, that Agnes, the deceased Mrs Fielden, had had the good grace to survive long enough to get his girls wed and off his hands. Especially Nella!

Nella sat straight-backed and straight-faced between Mrs Graham, Mrs Lockwood and Hope, getting up to dance as often as the sons of her father’s friends could be persuaded to ask her, as did Hope, while her exquisite, but empty-headed sisters were whirled about the floor in dance after dance. She was aware, and it was a source of constant irritation to her, that the gentlemen with whom Dove and Linnet did the Viennese waltz, the Schottische and the polka, the quadrilles and country dances really did not require conversation from them, being simply content to do no more than gaze in wonder at their wide-eyed beauty. Her own sharp pointed face, wide at the cheekbones, narrow at the chin, her long green eyes, the swooping arch of her copper eyebrows, her full coral mouth showed her impatience only too clearly. She was tall and slender, as lean and fine as a greyhound with scarcely any bosom to raise the sprinkling of tiny seed pearls on her bodice. Her nose had a scatter of freckles across it and her smoothly brushed hair, though she had not been in the room above an hour, was already beginning to spring in vigorous tendrils about her wide forehead. She had not the colouring, the height, nor the shape gentlemen admired, their taste running to the fair and rosy, to the blue eyes and full bosoms which were currently the fashion. But until this evening when Jonas Townley had been introduced to her it had not grieved her unduly.

She was about to make her excuses to Mrs Graham and Mrs Lockwood, bored to death by the good ladies’ gossip, ready to hurry away to the room set aside for the use of the ladies, a room where a comfortable little woman sat by the fire, ready to mend a torn hem or tender a wipe round with a lavender-scented cloth, when a shadow fell across her and without looking up her heart told her who it was.

“Miss Fielden, I know this is not our dance, but seeing you there I wondered . . .?” His voice was polite and though she was all too well aware that Jonas Townley was doing no more than shoring up the frail edifice he had begun to build an hour since with her father and had no real interest in her, in Nella Fielden, she could feel herself become breathless, ready to be as starry-eyed as if she were fifteen again. She was uncertain what it was she hoped for since Jonas Townley was not for her, even had he shown the slightest interest, which he had not. He had no money, no standing in the community, nothing to endear him to her father, for it was well known that between the two of them, Abel Townley and his son Walter had brought the Townley Colliery to the brink of ruin. Cut from the same length of cloth, she had heard the gossips whisper when Walter Townley had died last month, father and son with a mistress apiece, it seemed, gambling debts and tailors’ debts, and a lifestyle which, it was said, had killed Helena Townley, mother to one, wife to the other, as surely as if they had stuck a knife in her frail chest.

And now here was Jonas Townley back in Marfield from wherever it was he had spent the years since he had left home, ready to take off his jacket, roll up his sleeves, and show the men who had sneered at his father and brother, and rightly so, she supposed, that there was one Townley who knew what he was about. It was an attitude of which she approved for had she been a man she would have done the same. She admired his courage and his tenacity, she told herself, almost convinced that her admiration had nothing to do with the dark determined lines of his face, the midnight blue depths of his thickly lashed eyes, the slight cleft in his chin and the sudden wry humour revealed by the curl of his lips.

Nella stood up and moved for the first time into Jonas Townley’s arms, wishing to God it had not been a cheerful polka he had taken her in since it was barely possible to draw breath, let alone conduct a conversation. She had watched, while trying to appear not to, as he had taken each of her sisters around the floor in turn in a sedate waltz, a slow and dreaming waltz, inspiring romance, stolen glances, and whispered words, though naturally he had indulged in none of these since Dove and Linnet were only sixteen, and the whole of Marfield was watching. But it would have been . . . what? . . . pleasant? . . . agreeable, perhaps, to have had the same opportunity as that offered to her sisters for an exchange of some sort which was impossible in the galloping energy of the polka.

The room was splendid: the immense chandeliers shimmered with candlelight, the banks of massed flowers discharged their perfumed aroma into the warm room, and it was warm, since, being February, every window in the hall was shut tight against the raw Lancashire drizzle which had fallen all day.

The polka carried the couples round the room in a mad whirl of energetic excitement and Nella could feel the unlady-like perspiration form beneath her armpits and down the length of her spine. Nevertheless, she knew a keen and surprising sense of disappointment when the dance ended, since this – well, the only word she could bring to mind was exciting – man was the first and only male who had ever aroused the smallest interest in her. Other men of his age, or so she had found and perhaps it was her fault, were tedious to a fault, wanting to talk of nothing but themselves or, what was even worse, the banalities which they considered were suitable for a lady’s ears: her interests in embroidery and painting in watercolours, her talent at the piano and her fine singing voice. Was she fond of flowers and animals? as though she were a child. But now, when she was in the company of a man she somehow felt might be willing to discuss other far more challenging concerns with her, the dance kept them at such a pace it precluded all hope of a conversation. He did not speak a word to her while the music played. His face was expressionless and though he cast a polite smile in her direction now and again, she might have been a life-size dummy he held in his arms for all the interest he showed. She wanted to say something, something to make him look at her, and if not exactly see her, then at least realise she had the ability, the mind perhaps to capture his masculine attention.

“I’ll take you back to your friends, Miss Fielden,” he said when the music stopped, not at all out of breath, she noticed, his eyes barely touching her face, wandering over her shoulder to where a heavy-footed, heavy-handed James Lockwood was doing his best to guide Dove to her seat beside his mother without actually touching her arm as he so obviously longed to do.

“Thank you,” Nella answered stiffly, somewhat bewildered by the small knot of tension in the centre of her chest.

“A pleasant evening, is it not,” he remarked absently as they walked across the floor.

“Indeed, Mr Townley,” and wanting quite desperately, she did not know why, to get him to look at her, to gain his attention in any way she could, she said the first thing that come into her head. “And one I’m sure Her Majesty and her husband are enjoying immensely.”

Even then she did not at first realise the implication of her words, not until, most gratifyingly, his head snapped round and his deep blue eyes stared into hers. His mouth had begun to curl, to lift in a smile of sardonic, knowing humour. The sort of smile men exchanged with one another, she was sure, and his eyes narrowed.

“You think so, Miss Fielden?” His white teeth gleamed and bold eyes laughed at her. “What can you mean by that, I wonder?”

Nella could feel the flush begin somewhere in the region of her breast, working upwards to her neck and face and down to her stomach which turned over in the most appalling way. How could she? How could she have made such a dreadful and impolite remark, one she had not intended to be either, since she had meant only that their young Queen must be happy to have married the man of her choice. And a gentleman, a true gentleman, would either have pretended not to have heard, or if he had, not to have understood, smoothing over the unfortunate moment with some bland utterance to protect her confusion.

Her temper was beginning to rise but knowing that they were in full view of everyone of importance in Marfield, most of them acquaintances, friends, business associates of her father’s, she did her best to keep it under control. She could feel the heat of it, the familiar thrusting heat which had got her into trouble more than once, begin to burn her cheeks, and as she turned away, knowing she must get out of the ballroom, flee the danger of this man – why? – to the safety of the old woman by the fire, she felt her heel catch in the hem of her skirt.

She knew she was going to fall. The high heel was narrow, its tip firmly trapped in the soft material of her gown, but before she could measure her length on the highly polished floor one strong hand was beneath her elbow, the other about her waist and before the collective gaze of the whole of Marfield, Nella Fielden leaned thankfully against the long hard body of Jonas Townley. She was aware of nothing then but the vigour of him, the toughness, the power of his arms, the feel of him, the faint lemon-scented texture of his skin, the smoothness of his shaven face, the fine aroma of cigars and brandy on his breath which laughingly fanned her cheek.

And her father’s appalled face on the edge of the ballroom floor.

“Please lean on me, Miss Fielden,” the man who held her to him said, still grinning.

“Thank you, I can manage,” she replied through gritted teeth, pulling away from him. “I think you’ve done enough damage for one evening, Mr Townley.”

“Whatever can you mean by that, Miss Fielden?” he asked her for the second time, raising dark, amused eyebrows. “I was merely trying to help a lady in distress.”

“No, you were not.”

“Really, then what, pray, was I doing? You would have fallen had I not been here to catch you.”

“I don’t believe I would, Mr Townley,” she argued hotly. “If you were the gentleman you pretend to be, you would not have . . .”

“Yes, Miss Fielden?” His grin widened and his eyes were warm with amusement.

Dear God, she could strike him, really she could, and had the pair of them not been transfixed beneath the interested gaze of half of the township of Marfield she felt she would have done so. He was still grinning, his hands held out as though, should she fall again, he was ready to catch her, though from the corner of her eye she could see her father beginning to stride across the floor towards them.

She didn’t know why she was so incensed, she remembered thinking as her father approached, his face thunderous. She had made some innocently unfortunate remark which another man, the kind of man she despised, would have ignored as a gentleman would with a lady. Jonas Townley had acted just as she had expected him to act, as she wanted him to act, she knew that. An unconventional man, a man who cared nothing for polite society, a man she could be – she was – attracted to because of it, and though he had acted completely in character, or as she imagined his character to be, she was as put out by it as would be any of the silly females with whom she was acquainted. What was the matter with her?

“I do apologise if I have displeased you, Miss Fielden,” he said, suddenly serious, and for some inexplicable reason, his apology, perhaps aimed not at her, but at her father, offended her even more.
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Coal seams were formed many millions of years ago from the rotting vegetation of tropical forests. Layers of sediment, deposited on top of this composted material, gradually compressed it until it became coal, but none of this concerned Leah Wood as she stepped out of the comparative warmth of the cottage in Colliers Row and into the biting chill of the February morning. She held eight-year-old George’s hand for it was still pitch dark and, though she could hear the clatter of clogs on cobbles as others made their way to the early shift at the Fielden Colliery, she could barely see the denser outline of the hewers, the hurriers and trappers who worked below ground as she did. Behind her, her father coughed harshly, the phlegmy cough with which those who laboured at the coal face were afflicted, and she heard the murmur of her mother’s voice. She would be tucking his muffler more closely about his neck and chest, admonishing him to “tekk care”, fussing over him as though he was one of the fourteen children she had borne him, of whom Leah, George and Joseph, who had tramped on ahead of them, were all that were left.

Joseph and Simeon Wood wore the pit man’s dress of coarse flannel: a long jacket with large side pockets, waistcoat, shirt and short drawers under a pair of stout trousers. The drawers were kept on by some hewers for the sake of decency, her brother and father among them, but most removed all their clothing since it was more comfortable that way and even the women were often bare-breasted. They got used to it, men and women alike, though Leah and her mother always wore a short chemise over their long trousers since their father was a strict, proud man and would not have other men ogling the bodies of his womenfolk. The colliers’ suits he and his son wore had cost a pound each from the “slop-shop” and as soon as George had grown out of what he had on, he too would be rigged out in true mining fashion. Her father wore his hewer’s round leather cap with the peak at the back. They all five carried their “bait-poke” over their shoulder and a candle box in a handy pocket.

There was a sliver of pearl grey light beginning to sidle up above the black skeleton of Perkin Wood in the east as the Wood family joined the silently moving throng, picking out the pale faces of the men, women and children who hurried to get to the mine shaft by six o’clock. Leah and her family worked as one unit, her father, Simeon, hewing the coal at the coal face, helped by her brother Joseph who was twelve and a strong lad, while she, her mother Nancy and brother George “hurried”, or pulled the coal-filled corves, which were made of plaited hazel-wands, to the pit bottom from where they were then hauled up the shaft by means of a horse-drawn gin.

Leah had worked in the pit since she was eight years old, nine years now, and her brother George, whose hand she held, for he was still not settled to it, had joined the family employment only the month before. He was a handsome little boy, as all the family were, but slender and timid in his ways, not at all aggressive as many of the other boys had become, and the initiation ceremony he had been forced to endure and from which his father, who had suffered it in his day, could not save him, still worried him. She felt his thin hand tremble in hers as the outline of the engine house showed faintly against the lightening sky.

“It’s all reet, our George,” she whispered, bending down to him reassuringly, “tha’s not to go through it again, tha’ knows that. ’Tis only on first day an’ tha’ were a brave lad not to cry.”

“Aye, but it was summat awful, our Leah.”

“Ah know, lovey, but ’tis all over now. Tha’s a good lad an’ tha’ knows Faither’ll not let anyone hurt thee. They all ’ave ter go through it, tha’ knows that.”

Poor little George, poor little lad. She could see him now as he had been on the first day he went down the shaft in an empty corve, his legs clinging about her waist as she lurched down with him on the end of the winding rope. There was talk that Mr Fielden, the colliery owner, was to put a miner’s cage or chair of some sort to get the workers up and down the shaft, but it hadn’t happened yet and she and George, with the other mine workers, had been lowered in the usual heart-stopping way, swinging and swaying in the corves until you felt quite sick and were in dreadful danger of being crushed against the almost unseen walls of the shaft, going down and down into the black depths of the pit.

It was at the bottom that the hewers waited for George. They each held a candle and were all stark naked, and within thirty seconds so was he. While the family watched, Joseph grinning for hadn’t he been through it four years before, her mother biting her lip and frowning, the men examined in detail George’s little white “sparrow”, which seemed to become smaller with every indignity heaped upon it. Leah had wanted to rush at them and knock them aside, to pummel them with her fists and shriek at them to leave her little brother alone, but she knew he must endure it if he was to survive in the pit. The hewers were the aristocrats of the colliery labour force and must not be tampered with. They were not unkind to the lad, merely rubbing a little fat on George’s tiny genitals and coating them with fine coal dust. When he did not cry or try to pull away they told him he was a good lad and would be as fine a hewer as his faither and brother one day, moving off up the roadway to the coal face which was half an hour’s walk from the pit bottom.

George was put to trapping that day, opening the ventilation door to allow the corves to pass through. That is all he did hour after hour and had it not been for the passing and repassing of the corves, his job would have been equal to solitary confinement in an unlit cell. Each time they went by him, she and her mother, wearing nothing but trousers and a chemise to cover their naked breasts, the chain with which they pulled the corves chafing between their legs, they spoke to him, smiling through the pale light of the candle they carried.

“All reet, lad?” she would say to him, doing her best to put heart in him for it was a terribly lonely, weary job for a small boy to be put to but what else could they do? He had to work. They all did and though she found it hard to believe, it was said that colliers were the best paid labourers in the country. Of course their wages depended on so many things, for of all the trades mining was the most uncertain. Her father, who could read, as all the family could since they were regular churchgoers and had been taught at Sunday school, explained to her that trade fluctuations were one of the reasons a miner did not know from week to week what his wage was to be. Another was the number of shifts he worked or an injury or illness which could keep him from the coal face. He could be charged for tools or candles or explosives, or even fined for unsatisfactory work, though how he had failed to give satisfaction might not be explained to him and it was not until he received his pay that he even knew about the reductions. Last week the whole family, the wage given into Simeon Wood’s hand, for a fortnight’s labour had earned £2.2s.3d. The rent for their pit cottage was four shillings and their food for the week had come to a little over £1.12s.0d so, with the free coal they were allowed, they were among the better off in the community. The cottage, of course, belonged to Ezra Fielden. It had a kitchen on the ground floor and two bedrooms above it. They had an easy chair, a table, a set of drawers, four upright chairs and a delf case which held their kitchen utensils. They had three beds, one bible, a hymn book and a clock and they considered themselves to be well off, though if their father should have an accident or fall ill it would bring nothing but disaster, for it would mean laying off the whole family.

As Leah’s father and brother hewed the coal, using the pillar and stall method, the “pillar” holding up the dreadful weight of the earth above them, the “stall” the place where they hewed, she and her mother, after sorting and riddling the loosened rock and coal her father and brother had worked, heaved it into the corves. The corves were on sledges and the hurriers pulled them, sometimes along a seam which was no more than three feet high, crawling on their knees, often in a foot of water. The corves held one and a half hundredweight of coal and on a good day Leah reckoned she could draw, or pull, twenty-six corves, though her mother, who was not as strong as she was, could manage only half that amount. At times when the dip was steep and the going difficult, Leah had to push the corve, becoming what was known as a “thrutcher” instead of a drawer, often using the top of her head as well as her arms to push, but this rubbed her scalp and gave her a violent headache so she tried to avoid the method if she could, hauling instead on the rope which lay along the road, hand over hand until she reached the top of the rise. When she worked in water, which was often, her skin peeled from her flesh just as though she had been scalded. There were smells which could be tasted, so foul were they, for there was nowhere for the hundreds of underground workers to relieve themselves except in any private old working they might find and which had been abandoned, squatting in the dark with only a tiny candle flame for company. There were rats everywhere, scurrying along the roadways with a noise which sounded like a flock of sheep.

George had been promoted to hurrying last week, having been pronounced strong enough to pull and push the corves which he filled with the coal Simeon hewed, and which meant extra money in their wages at the end of the fortnight, for her father was paid by the amount of coal he sent up to the surface.

George still had tricks played on him in a good-natured fashion by those who had been colliers all their lives and had suffered the same fate when they were young.

“Go and ask the under-viewer for a leather-faced ’ammer, lad, will tha’?” or, “Ast tha’ cleaned windows yet, my lad, nay? Then run round’t corner an’ beg a’ loan o’ Arthur Earnshaw’s wash leather, an’ look sharp about it.” George took the horseplay in good part but when no one was looking he crept up to Leah at “bait” time for a comforting cuddle. Leah loved George almost as much as she loved her mother.

Simeon was working in a thin seam no more than eighteen inches high which was getting thinner as it ran out, having to lie almost flat on his back or crouched on his side to get at it, which made it difficult to swing his pick. Joseph, who was as big as his father, was hewing out another pillar to act as a prop in holding up the frightening weight of the roof above them.

“Tekk care, lad,” Leah heard her father say. “Not so hard with tha’ pick.” They were at the six-hundred-foot level of the pit and the choking coal dust enveloped the hewers and their hurriers in its foul embrace, entering their nostrils, their ears, their noses and mouths, working into their throats and lungs and plastering itself to their sweat-soaked bodies. The deeper the pit, the hotter it became and at this level, though they had no way to measure the temperature, it was often well up to ninety degrees.

Joseph was more careful now that he had been warned, for like many of the young pit lads he was inexperienced and inclined to be cocky, dicing not only with his own life but with those of his fellows. He continued to chip delicately at the pillar of coal which supported the roof. The dust swirled about the enclosed space, blurring the candle flames so that he and his father were no more than shadowed outlines and had it not been for Simeon’s cough, Leah would not have known she had reached the coal face. The impure air had not yet affected young Joseph, but his father’s lungs were loaded with black matter not unlike printer’s ink. Miner’s asthma, or the “black spit” as those who suffered it called the common disease, which affected most of them in the pit over the age of twenty-five.

Leah’s strong muscles rippled beneath her flimsy chemise as she loaded up the corve from the pile of coal her father had hewed while she’d been out on her last journey. They did not speak and the moment the corve was filled she set herself to draw it along the dead level which led away from the coal face, the rope about her waist and the chain between her legs chafing her young skin. There was a slight rise, another short level, then an abrupt fall which forced her to go to the back of the corve and hang on to her load so that it could not run away from her. It took every particle of her strength. In the dark she could not see where she placed her bare feet, and when she caught one on an uneven lump of rock, before she could steady herself, she tripped over the track on which the corve ran. She was jerked harshly to her knees and as the corve gathered pace she was dragged at an increasingly dangerous speed along the roadway. The corve gained a terrible momentum as it hurtled downhill in great leaps and bounds, rushing into the black nothingness which lay ahead of her at a wild and frightening speed. Her candle had blown out with the force of the rushing air and the coal she had heaved into the corve so laboriously at the coal face was being flung out again, pieces of it striking her harsh blows on the head and shoulders, and with the image of the hundred yards or so still to be travelled moving against her blind eyes, she clung on despairingly. She knew that if she raised her head it would crash against the roof, probably decapitating her, and if she let go she might break every bone in her body as she crashed against the tunnel’s narrow wall. There were other hurriers and their corves at the end of the long incline, passing the opening on their way to the pit bottom, and if she could not stop, she could strike one and perhaps kill a child.

Setting her teeth together and doing her best to regain her torn and bleeding feet, she hauled back on the runaway corves and with a leap of her already racing heart she realised that the thing was slowing down, whether from her own efforts or by the levelling of the incline, she was not sure nor cared! She was trembling in every limb, even her teeth chattering in horror as she bent over her almost empty corve, – much of the coal having been flung out – and which she now had to push back to the coal face for another load. Her breath rasped harshly in her tortured lungs. Her hands would just not keep still and her strength ran from her with her sweat. Her lips and mouth, on the other hand, were dry and flaky with terror and there was the taste of blood where she had bitten her tongue. Dear God, it had been a close call and the sooner they all got to another working the better, for George and her mother would never manage that incline alone. The only thing they could do was to put the pair of them on one corve, which would not only slow down the pace of work, but would mean less pay in her father’s wage packet at the end of the fortnight. Perhaps if she had got in front of the moving corve she might have been able to prevent its runaway, she thought, as she pushed it wearily back up the incline towards the coal face, but then, had it still got out of control it would have run over her and crushed her to death at the bottom.

She passed by several stalls on her slow return journey. At each one a lone collier worked. First he undercut the coal to a depth of several feet, then, crawling beneath the overhang, he cut nicks up the side of each stall, breaking the coal down by driving wedges into it with a hammer, the large lumps then being broken up with a pick. The rhythmic clang echoed in her head, each stroke sending a slam of pain down her neck to the rest of her tormented body. Two small hurriers no more than nine to ten years old were scurrying to a hewer’s bidding, and one, not moving fast enough for his master’s liking, was struck a savage blow with the pointed end of the man’s pick. The child shrieked and Leah recoiled from the cry of pain, the sound of its sobbing going with her up the dark incline. Uneducated, uncaring, with vicious tempers, it was well known that many of the colliers abused the children who hurried for them. The children, afraid of the dark, borne down with a load which was too much for their small strength, some carrying burdens which had been known to rupture the men who strained to lift them on to the corve, were sometimes slow to move and time was money to the collier. On top of that, what a child, who was probably the man’s own son, earned in a fortnight would often be drunk away in an hour!

Though the sweat poured from her, slicking her body and mixing with the coating of coal dust which stuck to her, Leah felt cold and sick, still trembling with fear and exhaustion, a feeling which stayed with her up to the moment when the familiar cry echoing down the shafts and along the roadways, picked up and passed on from one mouth to the next until it reached the furthest and most remote corner of the mine, told her the shift was over.

Not until the five of them had reached the cottage in Colliers Row, and the home-made rushlight had been lit in the kitchen, did the full extent of Leah’s injuries become apparent. She had told her father about the incident, of course, since she had to explain why George and her mother must share a corve on the roadway, but she had made light of her own fall and it was just as dark when they came up from the pit bottom as when they had gone down.

Simeon, as the wage earner, was the first to be attended to while Leah stirred the fire, which had been heaped during the day with ash and clinkers and was never allowed to go out. The kettle was put on the reddening embers to boil the water for their wash. While it heated, Simeon placed his bottle and his bait-tin on the kitchen table, removed his jacket, waistcoat and shirt and kicked off his clogs, placing them in the yard just outside the back door. He was first in the large bowl of hot water, having a strip wash, followed by Joseph and young George, before the three of them sat down at the table to wait for their meal. An enormous pan of vegetables and potatoes, with a handful of chopped stewing meat added to it, had simmered all day on the warm coals and only when the womenfolk, the men turning politely away as they did so, had washed down, would they tuck in to the sturdy meal, the only one of the day.

“Oh, my dear God.” Appalled, Nancy put a shaking hand to her mouth. As she spoke her husband turned to her in condemnation, for no one took the Lord’s name for no good reason in his house. Strict Wesleyans they were, followers of the great John Wesley himself, going each Sunday to the Wesleyan chapel at the bottom of Sandy Lane. Good folk, devout, hard-working folk were the Wood family, respectable and respected, despite their poverty, and Simeon could not abide profanity, especially on the lips of his wife. His face was thunderous, and his mouth ready to voice a reprimand, but his eyes followed where hers looked and the words dried up on his lips.

“Lass?” he said softly, standing up and moving towards his daughter. “Oh, my, lass, tha’ didn’t say tha’ was so badly hurt. Look at thee. There’s blood an’. . . see, Joseph, fetch another rushlight . . .”

She had been cut in more than a dozen places about her face and, it was revealed when her mother gently removed her bodice and coal-saturated chemise, her neck and shoulders. One eye was completely closed, the bruise about it standing out even beneath the layer of coal dust. Her scalp was lacerated, a deep cut which had bled freely, the blood, which she had thought to be the usual sweat that ran from her pores, dripping from beneath her hair and across her face. Her back was covered with old and new wounds, scars which had been caused as she caught her tender flesh on the low roof above her, half-healed bruises and gashes which were discoloured and crusted with coal dust.

The two boys, with a heaped plateful of meat and vegetables apiece, were sent to the small room they shared in the upstairs reaches of the house, and between them Simeon and Nancy Wood gently stripped their daughter. Before he had gone upstairs Joseph had brought in the zinc bath, used once a week by the whole family, and which hung on a nail on the outside wall at the back of the house, and it had been filled with warm water. Leah was placed in it, her nakedness causing no embarrassment, for Simeon Wood loved his children, and, besides, was well used to the near nudity of the women in the pit. This was his child, and though she was seventeen and a woman, it was as his child he helped his wife, his child’s mother, to bathe her, and gently to wash her hair with the soft, sweet-scented soap his wife made. His Nancy was good with herbs and growing things which she gathered in the fields about Marfield, and the healing lotion she smeared on Leah’s cuts and contusions had been made from the bark of an alder-buckthorn which was common in all the hedgerows. The second bark, removed when the shrub was in flower and dried for at least a year, had many uses. As a mild laxative, flavoured with mint, it was in great demand up and down Colliers Row, where his wife was known as a “healer”, and for its power to ease and heal cuts and bruises. Now it was used to soothe Leah’s freshly washed wounds. She had wept as they bathed her, silent tears of pain, and when they lifted her out her aching limbs and strained, stiffening joints caused her to cry out loud. She was wrapped in a rough but clean blanket, placed in her father’s easy chair in front of the fire, and, with his own hands, still naked to the waist, Simeon Wood spooned her evening meal into her torn mouth.

“Faither, feed thissen,” she protested, for he had had nothing to eat but his breakfast of milk mixed with water and oatmeal porridge at five that morning, his bait, taken during the day, bread and a bit of cheese only, and on the table going cold was his dinner. He had worked hard, performing back-breaking manual labour for twelve hours, but it made no difference, he insisted. He would eat when she had finished.

“I can manage messen,” she continued, but he’d have none of it.

“Tha’ needs sustenance, child, so get it down thee,” he commanded sternly and she knew that it sorely grieved him that she and her mother should be forced to endure the rigours and the dangers of the colliery. This was his way of easing his own guilt and shame that he could not support his family as he felt a man should. There was other work for women, in the factories about St Helens, but most were no better than the mine and at least he could protect them as they worked now. A good man, fighting to keep his family together, and decent, which was more than could be said for many of the hard-working, hard-drinking colliers in the township of Marfield and its surrounding hamlets, those whose wives often worked at the coal face through their yearly pregnancies and even gave birth underground.

“Nay, my lass, tha’ mother’ll keep it hot for me, won’t tha’ Mother?” he went on. Not until she had eaten it all and was placed by him and her mother in the small folding bed in which she slept beside the fire, did he sit down to his meal.

She drowsed to the soft sound of their voices and those made by her neighbours who were not so soft, but were a common part of her life and barely noticed. She could hear them next door, Billy Child and his Hannah, going hammer and tongs, then the sound of a blow followed by a crash as Billy gave his Hannah what for. The children, nine of them, set up a wailing. Hannah would have been asking for a bob or two to feed them, since they were always hungry, Leah knew, but the wages he had earned as a hewer at the coal face, in the same workings as Simeon, would have gone in drink or cock fighting, to which Billy was very partial and it would be left to Nancy or Simeon Wood to lend Hannah a few pence which they could ill afford when she came whining round in the morning. It was Sunday tomorrow, thank the Lord, but despite the day and her upbringing, which should have taught her goodwill to all men, she found it hard to show the forbearance of her parents towards Hannah Child’s misfortunes. They, the Wood family, worked every hour God sent to keep decent and clean and fed, labouring down in the depths of that place He had forsaken, or so it seemed to her, and if Billy Child – and Hannah let him – wanted to swill his wages down his throat, then that was their choice. Her father was too kind, too decent, zealous in his following of the Wesleyan teaching and even yet, just as though Simeon himself had been there to hear it, spoke of the day when his own father, then a young boy, had heard the great John Wesley preach in the open air. Universal love, her father believed in, and she had been brought up in that belief, but not once had it really touched her. She loved her parents, naturally, and George, and was fond of Joseph who was on the whole a good boy. She had felt affection for several of her small brothers and sisters, those taken off with coughs and fever and the flux which even Nancy’s potions and cordials could not cure. Nine of them, if you counted the stillbirths and miscarriages her mother had suffered. The closely packed colliery terraces of back-to-back houses which were scattered all over the coalfields of Lancashire, the long ash heaps and dung hills lying between the backs of the rows where children played, the slops which were carried away down an open drain, often overflowing with the nastiest substances when they became blocked by a dead dog or cat, did not exactly make for a healthy existence and was it any wonder that so many babies slipped away from life before they had got a good grip on it?

The houses of the colliers were, for the most part, appallingly filthy with one room downstairs and another up in which the whole family, sometimes six or seven to a bed, slept, male and female alike. Hovels they were, where often two families huddled together with no sewerage or clean water, and where the open privies were not sufficient in number to accommodate the population and those which did exist were in such a filthy state they were not usable, and certainly not by the Wood family.

A door banged and Leah, almost asleep, jumped, the movement awakening the pain of her cuts and scrapes and making her swollen eyes throb. That would be Billy slamming off to the ale-house which was in the centre of Colliers Row. They called it the Colliers Arms and someone handy with a bit of paint and a brush had daubed a crude picture of a collier, brawny arms folded and a pick precariously balanced across one shoulder, on a sign hung above its door. It was no more than two houses knocked into one, small, cramped and noisy and it was here that Billy and those of like mind, which meant most of them, drank their ale, smoked their pipes, played dominoes, gambled in the fenced cock pit at the rear, or sat while a mate, one who had gone to Sunday school or Dame school in his childhood, read the newspaper to them. Her father deplored it, but at the same time understood the men’s need to take some small pleasure, some relief from the back-breaking work they performed six days a week. It was at the expense of their families though, as Billy Child’s cursing and hard hand testified, and Leah wanted no part of it. She’d not marry a pit man, she told herself as she drifted into a warm, though restless sleep, not if she was forced to stay in the colliery, even at the coal face, until she was an old woman. She’d hew for herself if necessary, and some day . . . some day . . .

The next morning they attended chapel, her father in his one good black suit, Joseph in another which had once been Simeon’s and George in a third, cut down from the jacket and trousers worn by Joseph at the age of ten. Nothing was wasted or thrown away if it had any life in it and both Nancy and Leah were clever with a needle. Leah had made her own serviceable brown dress herself from a precious length of material given to her mother by the ladies of Marfield, those who did charitable work for the poor and needy. Her mother’s plain hard-wearing skirt and long-sleeved bodice had been taking her to chapel every Sunday ever since she had married Simeon Wood twenty years ago.

She and Leah had warm and decent shawls and a plain cotton bonnet apiece with which to cover their heads at the meeting house. It was a cold day but sunny and when Leah, recovered from her ordeal of the day before, though she could barely see through her swollen and discoloured eye, asked permission for herself, Joseph and George to walk across the fields back to Colliers Row, her father gladly gave it. A good walk would prevent her from stiffening up, he said, and tomorrow the family were on the worst shift of all, starting at two in the morning. They must be in their beds by six o’clock that evening, so they would not be able to attend evening chapel, which grieved him, she knew, but unlike many fervently religious men of the chapel, he did not begrudge his children their innocent pastimes, even on God’s day, and he smiled at her, nodding his head. He took his wife’s hand in his as they watched their children race off across the fields which ran to the north of Marfield.

There were old mine shafts dotted in every direction as far as the eye could see, “bell pits” which in the old days had been worked when the surface coal had run out. At first short tunnels had been dug out, following the seams, and were called “adits” or day holes, easy-to-find coal, but where the seams were too deep bell pits were worked. The colliers had sunk shafts to get at the coal which, when reached, was dug outward round the shaft bottom, taking as much coal as they could before the roof caved in. The hole left was in the shape of a bell. It was said that at the top of every bell pit a tree was planted to warn people of the shaft, and it was these which, standing alone in the middle of a field, told Leah and her brothers of the presence of the old mine shafts.

Wild flowers were coming into bloom, lulled into believing spring was already here by the spell of mild weather which had lain over the fields in the last two weeks. Violet roots were sending up little green trumpets beneath the spread of the elm trees, which were themselves ready to break into blossom. There was a pond, Trough Pond it was called by those who lived hereabouts, and all around it toads were on their way to the water. Each female carried a male on her back and the boys shouted with laughter at the sight of them, though Leah shrieked and picked up her skirts, running towards the footpath which led to Birk Wood, while her brothers followed more slowly as boys do, poking sticks into everything and kicking Joseph’s cap between them, which would not please their mother when she saw it.

Two robins gathering material for their nest were startled by Leah’s approach, and they skimmed away into the undergrowth. A red squirrel darted up the rough trunk of an oak, flashing its bushy tail in her direction before disappearing. A lark sang, the first one she had heard this year and behind her Joseph and George laughed with high boyish voices.

The sun shone from a clear blue sky and all thoughts of the work she did and the hardships she and her family endured were swept from her mind in the quiet pleasure of the moment. Here, where it was fresh and clean, sweet and safe, she could almost believe in that God who was so dear and so close to her father. Though she was used to what she did, accepting it as something that could not be changed, her tranquil mind considered what it must be like to live and work in the pure air which filled her nostrils and lungs in this quiet bit of woodland.

She pushed her bonnet to the back of her head, allowing it to fall down her back between her shoulder blades on its ribbons. The sunshine lit her freshly washed, neatly plaited hair to the dark polished sheen of a blackbird’s wing and put a tiny prick of light in the deep toffee brown of her eyes and her pleasure painted a flush of rose in her cheeks.

She did not see the horse, nor the man who leaned his back against the tree trunk to which it was tethered, until she was almost upon them. There was a holly bush, thick, and shiny with leaves and berries, to the right of the path and it hid them both from her as she wandered beneath the denuded trees, and had the horse not blown gustily through its flaring nostrils she might have passed by it and the man without even being aware that they were there.

Whirling sharply to face the man and animal, her heart missing a beat, her mouth suddenly dry, she found herself looking into a pair of eyes which were as deep a blue as grape hyacinths. A blue which was almost purple, the blue-purple of an amethyst, had Leah known of such a thing. They were set about with thick, startlingly long lashes and they were, at the precise moment, dangerously irritable. The owner of them had on a decent jacket of olive green broadcloth and tight-fitting breeches the colour of snuff. His riding boots were brown and highly polished and he wore no hat. His hair was as dark as her own.

“I suppose those noisy lads are with you?” were the first words he spoke to her, glowering beneath ferociously dipping eyebrows.

“Aye, they’re me brothers.” Her own eyes – or one of them – narrowed warily. The other was already half closed and it seemed he noticed it for the first time.

“Well, I’d be obliged if they’d restrain their enthusiasm, and who the hell gave you the black eye?”

She drew herself up and lifted her chin, the somewhat imperious stance at variance with the knocked-about appearance of her face, and despite himself the man smiled.

“Where I got me black eye is me own business,” she replied quietly.

“That’s true, but it strikes me, if you’ll pardon the play on words, that you’re not the kind of woman to take kindly to a beating from anyone.” He grinned, his previous bad humour melted away, it seemed.

She began to smile too, pleased at being called a woman by this gentleman, since it was evident he was that, though she was not awfully sure what he meant by “play on words”.

“I come by it honestly,” she answered, inclined to be shy now.

“Yes, I can believe that, but my curiosity is aroused. Where did you get that bruise, and . . .?” He took a slow step towards her, then another, and before either of them knew what he was about he put a strangely gentle finger under her chin, lifting her face towards the pale shaft of sunlight which fell on them.

“Bloody hell, your face . . . and what’s this . . . your scalp is torn . . .”

She pulled away from his hand, almost tripping in her eagerness to get herself free, suddenly aware of the intimacy of the moment, the nearness of his concerned face, the touch of his hand on her skin, the cleft in his strong chin which was on a level with her own eyes, the lovely deep, deep blue of his eyes and the warmth of his breath as it found her face.

“Nay, tha’s no call to swear at me, sir, and on the Lord’s day an’ all. Tha’ should be shamed.” She moved further away from him, her cheeks touched with colour, though if he had cared to look more closely he might have seen the curiously soft and uncertain glow in the depths of her eyes.

“I do beg your pardon, it was most ungentlemanly of me to say what I did, but I was not swearing at you.” He grinned lazily, not at all put out by her reproach. “It was just that your injuries startled me. Have you been in an accident?”

“Well, tha’ might say that.” Leah was mollified, relaxing somewhat and allowing the distance between them to narrow again. She bobbed her head, suddenly shy, and the man bent his to her, waiting for her to continue. She was about to tell him what had happened yesterday, for though she was convinced he would be ignorant of the workings of a mine, and the conditions there, as most who had never been underground were, she had a feeling he might be sympathetic. She had actually begun to speak when Joseph and George blundered into the small clearing, their eyes wide and wondering, their mouths agape at finding their sister in earnest conversation with a complete stranger.

“Ah’ll ’ave to go,” she gasped, her own audacity amazing her. “Faither wouldn’t like it if . . . well . . .” Picking up her skirts to reveal her bare ankles and sturdy clogs, Leah turned and began to run, her startled brothers at her heels, racing away in the direction of the rooftops of Marfield, which could be seen in the hollow where the row of colliers’ houses lay. Jonas Townley watched her go, delighted with her shyness, with her sudden female willingness to be admired, the vestige of childishness she still retained, then he shrugged his shoulders, leaned back once more against the trunk of the tree and resumed his morose consideration of his own future.
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