

[image: image]



Also by R.F. Delderfield

A Horseman Riding By

Long Summer Day

Post of Honour

The Green Gauntlet

The Swann Saga

Theirs was the Kingdom

Give Us This Day

The Avenue Story

The Dreaming Suburb

The Avenue Goes to War

Diana

To Serve Them All My Days

Come Home, Charlie, and Face Them

Too Few for Drums

Cheap Day Return

All Over the Town

The Spring Madness of Mr Sermon


About the author

R.F. Delderfield was born in South London in 1912. On leaving school he joined the Exmouth Chronicle newspaper as a junior reporter, where he went on to become Editor. From there he began to write stage plays and then became a highly successful novelist, renowned for brilliantly portraying slices of English life.

With the publication of his first saga, A Horseman Riding By, he became one of Britain’s most popular authors and his novels have been bestsellers ever since. He died in 1972.


R.F. Delderfield

God is an Englishman

[image: image]

www.hodder.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 1970 by Hodder & Stoughton
An Hachette UK company

Copyright © 1970 R.F. Delderfield

The right of R.F. Delderfield to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 444 73980 0

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


For my wife, May, without whose affection,

oceans of coffee and classical records

this would never have been finished


Praise for R. F. Delderfield

‘He built an imposing artistic social history that promises to join those of his great forebears in the long, noble line of the English novel. His narratives belong in a tradition that goes back to John Galsworthy and Arnold Bennett.’

Life Magazine


Contents

Cover

Also by R.F. Delderfield

About the Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Praise

Map 1

MAN WITH A CASKET: 1857–1858

PART ONE: Encounter: Summer, 1858

1. Fugitive in a Crinoline

2. The Black Dwarfs

3. Pillion-ride

4. Bride-in-Waiting

PART TWO: The Cygnet Years: 1858–1861

1. Cicerone

2. Novitiate

3. The Big City

4. Whim of a Carriage-Horse

5. Assignation with Shires

6. Death of a German

PART THREE: Cob at Large: 1862–1863

1. Swann Treble

2. Study in Soot

3. Riverside Confessional

4. Skirmish on Shallott

5. Truce Terms

6. Flight of a Sleeping Partner

PART FOUR: Sortie Torrentielle: 1864–1865

1. Council of War

2. Byblow

3. Valentine’s Day Breakout

4. Advance on Most Fronts

5. Edith as Thief-taker

PART FIVE: Towards the Weir: 1865–1866

1. Apogee

2. Tumult

3. Thaw

4. Conspiracy

5. Vicereine

6. Petticoat Government

RE-ENCOUNTER: 1866


[image: image]


[image: image]


Man with a Casket: 1857 - 1858
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THEY stormed out of the dustcloud in a solid, scurrying mass, horse and foot in about equal proportions, but in no sort of formation; a mob of armed fugitives, with nothing in mind but to escape the hangman, or the bayonets of the Highlanders who had rushed the town at first light and had now fought their way as far as the Ranee’s palace.

Swann, sitting his horse a few lengths in front of the extended squadron, recognised the badges and uniforms of the foremost, men of the 12th Native Infantry and the 14th Irregular Cavalry, the murderers of women who had entertained him here when he had ridden over from Allahabad less than a year ago. But before he could use his spurs the leading mounted man was bearing down on him and Swann noticed that he was encumbered by a curved-topped casket, balanced on the bow of his saddle.

The casket registered as an incongruity. It seemed ridiculous that a man flying for his life should encumber himself with luggage but this man had, so much so that his tulwar swung loose from his wrist on its sword-knot, and before he could find its hilt, Swann had sent him tumbling from the saddle with a single, backhanded slash. The box went flying, and even in that terrible uproar Swann heard the splintering crack of shattered wood as it bounced across the ground. Then he was engulfed, horse and foot streaming past him on either side, and his bay pivoted and was carried forward, gyrating and bucketing as her rider threw his weight this way and that parrying the random thrusts of sepoy bayonets and the sweep of the horsemen’s swords.

The tumult was like the onrush of a bursting dam, its fury stunning the senses, so that he was unaware of the agency that brought him down in the midst of the press or how, pitching on hands and knees with his face in the dirt, he avoided being ridden over by the cavalry or bayoneted by the infantry. His sabre and czapka had gone and he was unable to rise on account of a crushing weight on his right leg, thrusting him forward and downward, so that his mouth and nostrils were plugged with red, pungent dust. Then, like the long sigh of the wind crossing Shirley Hills when he and Roberts had ridden up there to course a hare on an autumn afternoon, the rout passed over him and went rippling away to the west. He had a single conscious thought. If this was death it was preferable to the tumult and discordancy of life.

 

When he opened his eyes the sun was at full strength and playing on his exposed neck like the steady lick of a torch. He found he could move his left arm, and pulled at the rucked up folds of his tunic in an attempt to ward off the glare and it was whilst he was thus engaged that he noticed his nose was almost touching the splintered fragments of the casket the horseman had carried into battle on his saddle bow.

He isolated this one piece of debris from the litter surrounding him, noting the intricate filigree pattern of the gilded hoops half-enclosing the lid, and because his mind was searching for a focus he set himself to contemplate it, wondering what it was doing there among so much military clutter. It symbolised a different sphere, a place of patient craftsmanship and gracious living, shunning its bearded carrier now sprawled on his face a yard or so farther on, and the carcase of his horse that held Swann pinned by the leg in what seemed to be a cleft separating two ridges of naked rock.

Beyond it the dead and dying sloped away in a series of colourful furrows, white and scarlet, blue and pale yellow, with the red dustcloud as their pall. The sour reek of blood and human sweat reached him so that nausea rose in his throat, but the spasm passed. He had seen many such fields, beginning with the Alma and ending he supposed, here outside the walls of Jhansi in what would pass as a skirmish. Then the beat of an iron hammer began to fall on his temples like the long roll of Mahratta drums. He wondered how many wounds he had and where they were located. He felt no pain or distress other than the throb of his temples, and not a great deal of discomfort apart from the soft, immovable weight of the casket-carrier’s horse on his thigh. He could thus resign himself to awaiting the arrival of the ambulance unit or the burial party and the prospect brought peace rather than panic; peace and a kind of wonder that the ultimate found him so still and soundless.

He must have dozed for a time for when he stirred again his leg was numb and the scent of sandalwood came to him from the splintered box, a sharp, tantalising whiff probing through the miasma of death, dust and wounds, and it was then, shifting his head slightly in a second attempt to ward off the glare, that he noticed something bright and lustrous coiled in the corner of the broken casket.

He did not know what it was but it suggested, at first glance, a handful of cobras’ eyes, sullen and full of menace and yet, as he braced himself to outface them, possessed of a terrible beauty. For a long time he lay there contemplating them and thinking of nothing else, watching them catch and toss back the refracted light of the sun, seeming almost to challenge him to reach out and touch them and presently he did, lifting his hand very deliberately, as though to caress a nervous cat.

They did not shrink or bite, as he half-expected but slid softly and almost gratefully into his grasp. Then he saw that they were not cobras’ eyes but jewels strung on a common thread and arranged in order of importance, the largest of them placed farthest from the clasp, the others tapering away until they met in a rectangle of thin, gold filigree. Holding them, and watching the sun play upon the hundreds of facets, he felt comforted and as though fearing the source of repose would be taken from him he drew his arm slowly across his chest and down the length of his thigh, groping below his empty scabbard until his thumb made contact with the catch of his sabretache. There was no need to fumble with the flap for it had burst open and he dropped the necklace inside, thrusting it down into the stiff, leather folds. The effort, small as it was, exhausted him. His hand fell away and in another moment he was still.
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When he opened his eyes again he was trussed in a bed and facing a narrow, latticed window. It must have been towards evening for the shadows on the floor were long and steeply slanted. The room had whitewashed walls and very little furniture. Apart from the bed there was nothing but a stool and a bench, the latter encumbered with what looked like his valise and some of his blood-spattered accoutrements. He felt stiff and sore and at least two areas of his body were swathed in tight bandages but he was not aware of a particular pain. The Mahratta drumbeat still throbbed in his head but it was no more than an echo, the drums having moved a long way off. He was mildly astonished to find himself alive but was too drowsy to follow the thread of events beyond the point where he had seen the casket-carrier ride out of a red fog, and the memory of this caused him to turn his head towards the bench, his eyes searching his kit for the sabretache. He could not see it but its absence caused him no particular concern. Within seconds he was asleep again.

The intermittent roll of drums, punctuated by the isolated boom of cannon, awoke him a second time and someone was holding a horn cup of lemonade to his lips. The drink had the qualities of nectar and he drained the beaker dry without looking beyond the brown, freckled hand that held it. Then he heard and recognised the short barking laugh of Roberts and raised himself, the movement sending rivulets of pain into the bruised areas around his back and shoulders and relaying them to his bandaged leg. He said, surprised by the thin timbre of his voice, “How bad is it, Bobs? Where am I hit?”

Roberts withdrew the beaker and stared down at him, thumbs hooked in his belt, small head cocked to one side.

“You weren’t hit. Marryatt took a good look at you when he was here yesterday and I doubt if he’ll bother to come back. Heavy bruising, a cut or two, and a touch of the sun. By God, Swann, the devil must have a lease on you! One of the lucky thirty-four again, eh? Even that damned fool Cardigan couldn’t kill you.”

He sat down on the stool, crossing his legs neatly and methodically, the way he did everything, the way Swann remembered from their Addiscombe days. A small, well-knit man, with skin the colour of newly-tanned leather and sharp intelligent eyes that smiled when Swann threatened to quarrel with his diagnosis.

“Canvass your system as carefully as you please, Adam, you’ll find nothing to keep you here more than a day or two. ‘Circus’ Howard was killed and about a dozen others. Your party had thirty-two casualties but most of them will live. ‘Circus’ was shot through the head when the first wave went in. That leaves just the two of us. It was hot for an hour or so before we blew in the gate but once the Highlanders got a footing in the town it was over in minutes.”

“The squadron didn’t stand a chance,” Swann said, sullenly. “You told me I was to contain the stragglers. You didn’t say there would be an army of them.”

“I transmit orders, I don’t write them. Two regiments have gone in pursuit, the 17th and your lot. They won’t take prisoners. An hour or so after you were detached we found the mass grave of the garrison. It was Cawnpore over again, but no children, thank God.”

Adam made no comment. He and Roberts had helped to empty the well at Cawnpore in July. In common with every other European in Havelock’s relieving force they had since done what they could to seal the horror of the task in a remote attic of consciousness. Swann was surprised that Bobs should refer to it now.

Roberts said, “This is the end, Adam. The rest is no more than a mop-up. It’s the end of something else, too. I missed watching the executions to come here and tell you.”

“Well?”

“The Company’s rule is over. From here on India is the Crown’s concern. It wasn’t a rumour, after all. The news came from Delhi yesterday and Rose announced it as a near-certainty in the Mess. He wouldn’t have done that if there was any doubt.”

He waited and when Swann said nothing he looked vaguely irritated. “I don’t have to tell you what difference this will make to all of us. Promotion will be speeded up, irrespective of our casualties. You’re a fool if you don’t take advantage of it.” He paused, hopefully, looking directly at the bed.

Swann said, “I don’t give a damn for our prospects here. If I needed confirmation I got it in that order you brought me just before that mob came storming down on us. Eighty men, posted in the open, to ambush two thousand! I’m lucky, you tell me. Well, maybe I am, but not in the sense that you meant it. First Cardigan’s charge in the Crimea and now this. Nine solid months of senseless slaughter, encompassing the murder of God knows how many women and children. If I’m lucky it’s because my contract has expired, and for no other reason that I can think of.”

“It will be different now, Adam. Everything will change.”

“Soldiering won’t. Or your prospects either in the long run. You’ll die, like all the rest of the ’51 draft, shot down or speared in some Godforsaken village or river bottom with an unpronounceable name, and in what kind of cause, for God’s sake?”

“In my own, Adam.”

It was no more than a restatement of the old argument between them, an argument that would continue, if the paths ran parallel, for the rest of their lives. In a sense it crystallised their characters. Roberts, the dedicated careerist; Swann, the man who had taken a wrong turning but had never abandoned hope of finding his way out again. In the very early days of their association, when both were cadets, each had had a band of disciples. Roberts, starting out with many, had lost his one by one, a few from conviction but the majority by death and gangrened wounds. Swann’s converts had also gone and Roberts, the implacable, was not slow to remind him of the fate of two of them.

“There was Standford-Green and Badgery,” he said, “they threw up their commissions in order to go home and make fortunes and what happened to them? Standford-Green put his hoarded savings in railway stock and lost it overnight, but he was luckier than Badgery. Badgery caught a chill in a London fog and was buried within four months of the farewell party we gave him in the Mess. If the fog hadn’t killed him he would have starved, for at least Standford-Green could write a legible hand. They tell me he’s working as a clerk in the Law Courts.”

The man in bed was at a disadvantage but he had no intention of conceding Roberts his point. He never had and he never would. Respecting Roberts as a man he had never succeeded in exonerating him from bigotry. He said, deliberately, “I had no business in that last brush, Bobs. My contract expired more than a month ago. I could have asked for my passage before we moved up here, and because you and I are unlikely to dispute the claims of Queen and commonsense again I’ll remind you why I’m lying here trussed up like a chicken. It’s on your account, yours and ‘Circus’ Howard’s. You were the very last of them and a man can’t travel as far as we have without incurring obligations of a sort. But those obligations are personal and private, to me at any rate. They don’t extend to Crown, Company or the City merchants, who pay us small change to enable them to milk a sub-continent and install fat wives in four-storey houses, with cook, parlourmaid, governess and basement.”

“I know that,” Roberts said, unexpectedly. “With you there has never been any other motive but comradeship, has there?”

“None. Just a dwindling batch of three-card-trick victims, relying on one another to stay sane and alive!”

Over in the square the drums rolled and the cannon boomed again. Roberts said, with his back to the bed, “You feel pity for those butchers out there?”

“They’re not involved in what I’m trying to say, what I’ve always argued.”

“But they are. We can hang a few hundred, and blow a few more from cannon, but there has to be a new beginning, here and elsewhere. How could that be achieved without a trained army standing behind the law?”

“You still believe in law? After all you’ve seen since the Mutiny began?”

“Yes, I believe in it. English law. And in my experience it makes a bad joke of everybody else’s.”

It struck Swann then that he might be seeing Roberts for the first time, that what he had always assumed to be an impersonal passion for rule-of-thumb, for precedent, for good order and discipline, was really something far more personal and fervent, a private creed, imbedded in a man who saw himself more as a missionary than a soldier. If it was so then it added a new dimension to their differences, setting them as far apart as the savage and the city sophisticate. Curiosity pricked him as he said. “Trade and barter on one side, we have a God-given mission here? Is that what you believe?”

“Implicitly.” He swung round facing the bed, fighting the terrible battle all Englishmen of his type enter upon when called to acknowledge idealism. ‘Should I apologise? Is material gain essential to everything a man feels and thinks and needs? Great God, man, of course we have a mission! Did Cawnpore and Lucknow give you the impression these people could be left to themselves, to bloody-minded tyrants like Nana Sahib and the Ranee? Is this place, and every other place where we have a trading post and a missionary to be left to their dominion?”

“You’ll need more than trained officers to prevent the same thing happening again. It isn’t possible to uphold our kind of law by the Bible and sword, Roberts. God knows, it was difficult enough in my father’s time, but today there are so many new factors. Empire building isn’t a matter of occupation and annexation any longer. You have to take these people one by one and train them. As administrators, as doctors, as shipwrights, as ironmasters. You have to bring them sanitation and check the endemic killer diseases in their filthy towns and villages. You need roads, telegraph systems and, above all, railways. Mercenaries like us don’t know a damned thing about any one of these bare necessities so what qualifies to deputise for God Almighty all over the world? Hand me that valise.”

Roberts lifted the valise from the bench and set it on the bed. He said tolerantly, “Why do I always let myself be drawn into this kind of discussion with you? Marryatt said you needed rest and we march at first light.” He stood up stiffly, his back to the light, small, erect and indomitable, the way he had always appeared to Adam; Roberts, a man who, in thought and temperament, belonged more to the fourteenth century than the nineteenth. He was five hundred years behind the times but lovable for all that.

“Then this is good-bye, Bobs?”

“If you mean what you say, it is.”

“I mean it. This time I mean it.” For a moment the claims exerted by many years’ comradeship tempted him to confess about the necklace but he checked the impulse. Roberts would see the rubies as loot, and both of them had seen troopers and sepoys hanged for looting. For other reasons he left the valise unopened, rejecting the means of hammering his point home. Even given plenty of luck on Roberts’ part it might be years before they met again. If seven years had not convinced Roberts that he was living in an age of steam and tremendous technical advances what could be achieved in the few minutes left to them? The heat went out of the day and out of their conflict of ideas. Roberts said. “It’s going to be lonely without you, Adam.”

“Not so lonely. Replacements will be coming in on every boat.”

“Ah, yes, but what kind of replacements? The real business is finished. From now on it will be pigsticking, whist, bandit-hunting.”

“Not for you, Bobs. Or for anyone else with a Victoria Cross.”

“You’ll write?”

“When I have something worth writing about.”

“You’re going home like that? Like a blind man?”

“I’ve had a dream, Bobs. A small one that might expand, but it required reconnaissance, of the kind our masters overlooked when they detailed me to block a beleaguered city with a single squadron. Study the ground. At least that’s one thing the Army has taught me.”

“The only thing, apart from how to ride, shoot and live rough and that won’t avail you much at home.”

“I think it will, given capital.”

“And where will a stray like you find capital?”

Adam grinned. “I can smell it, and it’s a sweeter smell than blood. Bobs.”

He held out his left hand and Roberts shook it, lightly. It was typical of the man. Swann thought, that he made so light of handshakes and partings. At the low door he paused, turned, and saluted with comic gravity.
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Surgeon-Major Marryatt had been optimistic. It was ten days before Adam Swann could shuffle round his quarters without leaning on the shoulder of an orderly, or his gap-toothed servant, Trooper Dawkins. But the interval of solitude was worth the price in stiffness, soreness, and the stifling atmosphere of the sick bay.

The first thing he did when he could crawl across the floor was to root out his sabretache and secure the necklace and sometimes, when he was unlikely to be disturbed, he would take it out and run it through his hands. The rich colour of the pigeon’s-blood rubies were atonement for his wasted years but he did not see them as another might, as insurance against penury or drudgery, but as a tacit promise of overhauling lost time, almost thirteen years of lost time, from the day of his eighteenth birthday, when, at his father’s insistence, he had entered Addiscombe College as a cadet, to the final encounter with the casket-carrier on the plain outside Jhansi.

It seemed much longer than thirteen years for, looking back, he now saw that only the last few months had sped, from the moment a fugitive had ridden into the barracks with the news of the 19th Native Infantry’s uprising at Berhampore, to the march on Jhansi and the storming of the Ranee’s palace. The interval between, garrison duty in Ireland, riot-squad action in northern towns, his improbable Crimea interlude and, after reverting to Company service three years ago, endless sun-soaked days at a series of Indian stations, were but half-remembered, a trudge across a waterless desert, yet Roberts had been wrong in one sense. In addition to soldiering Adam Swann had wrung one other aptitude from the years and here, in comparative isolation, he had leisure to assess its potential. It was the habit of steady, objective thought, the product of conscious application of a kind almost unknown to professional officers. Men like Roberts and ‘Circus’ Howard had always thought of fakirs as savages, and dirty savages at that, but Swann had learned something from them, perhaps because contact with them had nurtured an intellectual curiosity he had had since he was a child roaming the Fells. It was a curiosity concerned with the nature of existence, the individual destiny of Lieutenant Adam Swann, having nothing whatever to do with orthodox religion. Such residual faith as he retained in the Jehovah of his boyhood he had thrown into the well at Cawnpore, for a Deity who ordained that kind of outrage did not belong in a pulpit of civilisation but beside the altars of Baal and Mithras. His curiosity was concerned with human activity, with the mechanics of everyday existence, with the slow, painfully garnered store of human knowledge. Alone among the officers of successive messes he not only read but studied accounts of Parliamentary debates printed in the three-months’-old copies of The Times that found their way into camp and had, whenever possible, supplemented their content with a range of technical journals so that his valise was stuffed with reading material his contemporaries would use to start a camp-fire. Novels, poetry and philosophy attracted him even less than theology. He was interested in facts and, beyond facts, statistics. It was now more than five years since he had set foot in England but he knew, approximately, what to expect when he did, and the prospect excited him in the way the promise of an attack on a fortified position would excite a man like Roberts. His intermittent spells of duty in the industrial north had done far more than familiarise him with the floodtide of technology. They had reconciled him, a countryman born, to the vast scenic and social changes that had followed what men were already calling the Industrial Revolution as it lapped over the shires in the wake of Stephenson’s iron roads. He had paid more attention to this phenomenon than to any single aspect of the social scene, for he did not see the spread of railways as his contemporaries did—the wanton destruction of good hunting country at the instance of men who had never learned to sit a horse. Alone in his caste he saw it as the inevitable by-product of improved technology, steam power, and metal processing, and its challenge, even at this remove, was irresistible. For Swann’s heroes were not those of Roberts, or men like Roberts. He saw the Havelocks, the Nicolsons, the Outrams and the Campbells as indomitable chawbacons. His awe was reserved for a man like Stephenson, unable to write his name until he was twenty, who had succeeded in forcing the greediest men in the world to finance his dreams. Stephenson, whose first passenger-carrying venture was launched when Swann was a child of five, dominated his imagination, but others had been canonised; Brunel, whose exploits he equated with those of Merlin; Hudson, the railway king; Watt, whose irresistible logic had revolutionised the mine and the factory, and other men whose articles of faith were set out in the manuals and blue books that found their way into Swann’s eccentric maw. In barrack and bivouac he had thought about them and assimilation of their ideas, even at a distance, had created tensions in him that made him as lonely as a European marooned among the headhunters.

And yet there was a barrier between him and them that had nothing to do with his training, or the narrow limits of a profession forced upon him by ancestral protocol. He recognised that barrier for what it was and for a time it baulked him, a genetic twist that was the inheritance of a long line of soldiers, an instinct of self-reliance that some would call pride and others, more accurately, a compound of obstinacy and conceit. Whatever it was it had fettered him, for he had known for a long time now that whatever he did would have to be done as his own master and it was this quirk in Swann’s character that had checked his promotion. It had also been the means of keeping him in the Company’s service as a mercenary.

The necklace could change all that, for he saw it as a watershed in his fortunes. Thirty stones, strung on a single thread, the largest as big as a bean, the smallest the equivalent of six months’ pay and allowances in the field.

As the days passed, and word came of the departure of his regiment and the promise of a passage on the first westbound East Indiaman, he arrived, by slow stages, at a compromise with his ethics, or such ethics as had survived the shambles of the Mutiny. The Navy was awarded prize money while the pickings of the Army were, for some inscrutable reason, regarded as loot. But the rubies were not so much loot as treasure-trove, and as such should be shared equally between finder and Crown. He was not averse to this but, for the time being, the Crown could wait. The Crown might get its share over the years, if not in cash then in enterprise mounted by Adam Swann, lately in the service of the East India Company. It seemed to Adam it was better this way than to risk the rigmarole of a coroner’s court for, given an impartial judgement, items of this kind had a habit of finding their way into the jewel caskets of the wives of prominent Company shareholders. No agony of soul was involved in the decision and no more than a rummage in his conscience. In this kind of game one made one’s own rules, just as the Company had made theirs in the piping days of Clive and Warren Hastings.

He slit the lining of his valise, dropped the necklace inside, and sewed up the rent with twine. From now on the valise would perform a duty it had often performed in bivouac. It would serve as a holdall and a pillow.


Part One

Encounter: Summer, 1858
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FUGITIVE IN A CRINOLINE

IN the ’thirties and ’forties the river of enterprise had rolled due west from the slopes of the Pennines, engulfing Manchester and flowing on unchecked to empty its filth in the Mersey. Some of its stinking tributaries had forked north-west before the big city was overwhelmed and a good deal of the initial impetus had been absorbed in a triangle enclosed by Oldham, Burnley and Preston. The fate of Oldham, for instance, was typical of most Lancashire villages in this particular area. Almost overnight, or so it seemed to the older inhabitants, the closely knit community of farmworkers and cottage craftsmen had been absorbed, branded and delivered into bondage. In a year or so a dozen gaol-like factories were belching their bad breath to a sky that only a few years before had been washed clean by the soft rain of the Lake District not far to the north. Thousands of back-to-back two-room dens had been run up by the jerry-builders to house the operatives for the few hours they spent in them between interminable stints at loom and shuttle. Oldham was now called the biggest village in the world and its ‘villagers’, apart from the under-tens, and those too old or too broken to descend the steep streets to the mills were absorbed in the task of unloading a gigantic flood of satins, sateens, fustians and sheetings on the markets of the world. Pending the passage of the Ten Hours Bill ten years before, the working population of Oldham had been even larger than it was today. For in that period, the hour of the first onslaught of the flood, children of five, four or even three had been taken on and their casualty rate beside the unfenced machinery had been written off as normal industrial wastage. Mostly they had worked in shifts and the foremen responsible for housing drafts of orphans and bastards recruited from country workhouses had been known to boast that their beds were never cold. One shift turned out, knuckling its bleared eyes, as the other reeled in. Meanwhile the community thrived and prospered. Or one section of it did.

But Oldham was only one among hundreds of villages that disappeared under the sulphurous pall that rolled down from the Pennines. The river of enterprise spared no single community within a thirty-mile radius of the city that some were already calling the new capital of the Empire. Like greased fingers running north, north-west and west from a sooty palm the scabrous clutch of the new, post-rural society reached out to Rochdale, Bury, Bolton and Wigan. Green spaces separating these country towns shrank to a minimum. The water in the streams about them turned grey and then black while the current, always sluggish, ceased almost to move at all. From the higher land to the north it was now possible to look down on that vast plain and see the city, not as a distant prospect, but as the site of a genie’s bottle stationed somewhere about the terminus of the twenty-eight-year-old Liverpool-Manchester Railway, first in the world to carry passengers at the astounding speed of 31 miles per hour. The genie was unsleeping. Day and night he toiled for his indefatigable masters and the drifting grime he exhaled could be seen in the form of a gigantic mushroom, silvery grey and dun brown by day, jet black, shot with crimson, by night.

To the south, however, it was otherwise. Here the greater part of the Cheshire plain was green and gold, dotted with half-timbered farmhouses and neat rows of cottages linked by dust roads still bounded by hedges of hawthorn, elderberry and nodding cow-parsley. Cattle grazed here and nearby flocks of white geese strutted in charge of strident, red-cheeked children. Huge, creaking haywains, riding the gentle slopes like overloaded barges, moved across the fields at harvest time, and sometimes the sound of church bells, carried on a south-easterly, reached the line of merchants’ houses marking the southern rim of the factory belt.

The line dividing these two worlds was a battle rampart broken by uneven gaps where the railway line crossed spongy open levels like the notorious Chat Moss. Its ramparts were the curving embankments thrown up by a hundred thousand Irish navvies and the little goose-minders would sometimes scream with excitement when one of the heavy trains moved snorting across the horizon. As yet the railway spurs had not probed south and the Cheshire plain dreamed on of its companies of archers recruited for London kings centuries before and of royal progresses that had once brought tumult to tidy market towns. The threat of engulfment remained, however, for the border town of Warrington had been wholly absorbed when the railway ran through and now, besides textiles, it was churning out a cascade of hardware and soap. The racket originating from the hardware factory was continuous but the soap factory advertised itself more subtly through the nostrils. When the wind swung to the north-westerly quarter the goose-children could smell it. It smelled like nothing within their experience.

Some of the Warrington merchants’ wives had developed sensitive noses, their sensitivity running ahead of their husbands’ bank balances. The menfolk, most of them less than a generation away from the midden, were indifferent to fumes of every variety but, as busy men, they were susceptible to nagging and a few had already succumbed to their wives’ demands to better their living standards as well as their credit. So they packed up and moved, like a caravan of prosperous pioneers, across the county border and by the eighteen-fifties the northern rim of Cheshire was beginning to absorb the tide in a vastly different fashion from her sister county. It was getting a little of the gold whilst all the dross remained behind in Lancashire. Cheshiremen hoped it would stay that way but occasional visits to Warrington market did little to reassure them. There was always talk of new railways aimed at dreaming towns like Knutsford and Northwich, and the railway, taking in Chester, had already clawed its way as far as the Welsh coast. When it was completed the Irish Sea would be at every Lancastrian’s disposal. At a statutory rate of one penny per mile.

In the meantime, however, Warrington, and its sister town Seddon Moss, boomed and grew, having even cheaper access to the Liverpool wharves than its overbearing neighbour Manchester. And its squalor kept just ahead of its prosperity, for Warrington and Seddon Moss elders were not afflicted by the evangelical zeal of certain leading Mancunians, being newer converts to the creed of muck and money and having their way to make in the world before they became the patrons of libraries, art galleries and soup-kitchens.

Structurally Seddon Moss had been unable to adapt to rapid expansion. The houses of the older town still stood in the centre, crowding together like a company of beleaguered veterans assailed by naked savages. Beyond them, in an ever-widening circle, the new streets of back-to-back dwellings moved out like the ripples of a cesspit, a hundred or more to a block and sharing, perhaps, six communal privies that gave off a stench in summer capable of vanquishing that of the soap-factory and in winter overflowed and covered the stone setts with ordure. Cheshire farmers noticed something else on market days. The inhabitants themselves were changing. Whereas, not so long ago, they would have been indistinguishable from working folk in Northwich and Middlewich, they now had the manners and appearance of an army of half-starved, semi-mutinous mercenaries living as best they could in the ruins of a pestilential citadel. Their faces had grown narrow and pinched and their eyes were the eyes of men and women who, at any time, and given the least provocation, would erupt and find pleasure in outrage. A proportion of them were not even whole but walked on twisted limbs, clubbed feet and with humped backs. Others lacked fingers and occasionally you would pass a man with an empty sleeve pinned to his shoulder, so that the country stallholders found them increasingly alien and quick to take offence, particularly if they thought they were being short-changed. Because of this, especially since the big strike and lock-out at Rawlinson’s, largest of the mills, a Seddon Moss market-day that had once been regarded by farmfolk as a weekly jaunt became a sally into an embattled area. Recalling the Manchester eruption of eleven years ago, when regular troops had been rushed in by train from London and Preston and several constables had been lynched, men wondered what might happen if Sam Rawlinson’s obstinacy held out against his greed into the autumn and winter months, when bales of Georgian cotton cluttered every offloading bay and his operatives needed warmth as well as food. Bands of them were already roving the Cheshire hedgerows in search of berries and herbs and the kitchen gardens, hen-roosts and orchards of northernmost farms had been the scene of raids and forays. Mercifully, for the present, a brassy July sun beat upon the countryside. Under cloudless skies men could still hope and starving children were not obliged to stay indoors.
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About seventy yards south of the house Sam had instructed his Manchester architect to raise an artificial knoll and crown it with a summerhouse. The summerhouse did not face the woods, as one might expect, but the monstrosity that Sam Rawlinson had tortured from the hunting lodge that had stood there for the last century and a half, a two-storey building of red Cheshire brick, with a portico supported by two truncated Doric columns and a façade of tall windows, the lower section opening on to a verandahed terrace.

The original hunting lodge, local men recalled, had been an inoffensive building, but Sam Rawlinson, after buying out the last defunct partner of Seddon Moss Mill, had set himself to amend that. The monster that resulted from a marriage of Sam’s notions of domestic grandeur and the fumblings of an inexperienced architect was possibly the most eye-catching structure in the world, not excluding some of the new municipal townhalls that were being run up with cheap, ready-made materials made available by the new railway network.

The renovated Stannard Lodge, as it was marked on eighteenth-century maps, just escaped being a folly but was the poorer for it. Seddon Moss operatives, who sometimes walked the eight miles simply to gape at it, knew it by another name. They called it ‘Scabs Castle’, a name derived from a rumour that the new owner had obtained his start in life by leading a counter-revolutionary work force at the Rochdale mill where he had begun his career as an eight-year-old coal-comber and had progressed, through bale-breaking and furnaceman, into the lower grades of management.

Nobody in the Warrington area knew the facts of Sam’s rise from the coal-comber to the mill owner but it had been achieved in a matter of thirty-five years. There was nothing very spectacular about that. In the decades leading up to the late eighteen-fifties the same rate of progress had been accomplished by hundreds of men, most of them cottagers’ sons. The only thing singular about Sam Rawlinson was his willingness to leave production in the hands of a few, higher-than-average mechanics, and divide his tremendous vigour between administration and salesmanship. He had sold his first small mill at a handsome profit during a boom season and then ploughed everything he possessed or could borrow into Seddon Moss, a business that had been steadily running down owing to the reluctance of its elderly owner to replace the outworn plant.

That was in 1850 and in less than two years the decline of Seddon Moss Mill was halted and reversed, and the town had had to adjust to the impact of Sam Rawlinson’s restless energy. He reorganised the mill from top to bottom, installed machinery that had not even been patented, signed on all the hands he could get, and went out after big oriental orders that called for quantity rather than quality. The home market he ignored, preferring to deal through his Liverpool brokers with customers who were too far off to complain in person or press claims for refunds.

He worked, on an average, fourteen hours a day, having no interests outside the mill apart from the embellishments of his new home. The word ‘embellishment’ played no part in his commercial life, where he was concerned exclusively with facts and figures, but it featured largely in his domestic background and even his pliant young architect had been astonished when Sam told him to add a third storey to the Lodge, then decorate the south-facing frontage with four Gothic turrets. After that he added a castellated balustrade to the top of the portico, and then a row of arrow-slits to the buttresses between the windows, so that when it was finished the building looked like a top-heavy mediaeval fort balanced, none too securely, on a squashed red box. He then knocked twenty-eight per cent off the architect’s fee and brought in a landscape gardener to cut back the encroaching timber, lay down an acre of lawn, excavate a large duckpond complete with an islet populated by roughcast herons, and raise the small hill so that he might have a convenient perch from which to survey his handiwork.

Nobody ever discovered whether it pleased him or not but in his limited spare time he went on looking at it as though it did. He had no friends, other than old Goldthorpe, the ground landlord of the area in which Seddon Moss Mill was situated, and even Goldthorpe, a notorious miser and rentier, had been heard to say that Rawlinson would dry, process, and sell the skin of a grape if he could find a market for the end product. Men of business in the area came to respect him, however, as by far the biggest employer of unskilled labour hereabouts. His small team of executives, locally known as ‘The Strappers’, tolerated him, if only because he could be absolutely relied upon to back them against the operatives on every occasion. In the men, women and boys who formed his labour force he inspired a compound of hate, derision and naked fear, but also a certain awe that one man, and him a widower without sons or local background, could have acquired so much power so quickly, and exercise it with such damnable attention to detail.

For although Sam Rawlinson rarely appeared on the factory floor he gave ample evidence of knowing everything that happened down there, and every word spoken that was relevant to his concerns. He might, indeed, have been watching them individually from the moment they arrived at six-thirty a.m., until they trooped out twelve to fourteen hours later. He knew when one of them was a minute late in arriving or ten seconds early in shutting down. He knew to a fibre how much wastage occurred every day, how many breaks were detected on a particular machine every hour, and often such irrelevant data as which unwed operative was pregnant and who was the likely father. They hated his powers of concentration and they hated his unrelenting grasp of their personal lives but almost all of them, deep down, regarded him as a reliable provider, particularly after Seddon Moss had ridden out the last slump without resorting to short time, as had a majority of mills in the area.

Perhaps it was this certitude of regular employment that kept them so long from mutiny, and helped them to resist the exhortations of men like Cromaty and McShane to bluff the Gaffer into increasing the overtime rate by one penny an hour, and authorise a relief system for the ten-minute breakfast break, at present spent standing beside the chattering machines. In the end, however, the persuasions of a hard core of rebels prevailed and there was a ten-day walkout. Sam’s reply had been a nine-week lockout, that had now lasted from May into July.

Sam Rawlinson’s obstinacy seemed likely to outlast the heat-wave. Indeed, its breaking-strain was linked to the thermometer for he reasoned that, whereas seven hundred operatives might feel the pinch of privation in high summer, the nerve centre of his unruly mob would not be touched until rain fell on their slate-loose hovels, an earnest of what was in store for them in November and December.

He was now losing, at his own calculation, about a hundred pounds a week and that apart from orders that were going elsewhere, but although this appalling price exasperated him it did not daunt him. For one thing he could afford it. An overall loss of, say, two thousand pounds, would make no more than a dent in his invested capital. For another his commonsense, which he thought of himself as possessing in abundance, told him that in the long run the lockout would show a profit, for once the mill was working full-time again no man or group of men would dare to challenge him in the future. There would still be strikes and stoppages at neighbouring factories, so long as employers turned a blind eye to the engagement of men with truculent records (a policy he consistently opposed at local federation meetings), but there would be no more penny-an-hour or breakfast-break deputations waiting upon him. Whenever the whisper circulated that one was about to assemble, the single men and girls would remember the penniless summer of ’58, and the married men would heed wives with half-a-dozen bellies to fill. To walk through his mill now, to contemplate ten thousand pounds’ worth of modern machinery as idle as his hands, was a depressing experience to a man who, in his teens, had worked a sixteen-hour day for fourteen shillings a week. He found it, however, less irksome than living under the threat of extortion from troublemakers like Cromaty and McShane, both of whom, he noted, had absented themselves from the deputation that had trudged out here two days ago, begging him to reopen on any terms short of a cutback in daily rates.

He knew millworkers and he flattered himself that he knew Sam Rawlinson. Under present circumstances acceptance of the deputation’s terms would amount to a compromise and a compromise was half-way to surrender, perhaps all the way if one thought in terms of years rather than months. He could hold on, if necessary, until Christmas, and neither loss of orders nor the hint of violence that that bloodless old stick Goldthorpe had dropped when they had last met, could shake his nerve. He had studied the rules of the game of industrial bluff. During the ’47 riots, that had spread north from the Midlands like a heath fire, erupting in every town within a day’s ride of Manchester, he had been running a mill with less than seventy operatives, and although he kept his mill open he had heard some of his own hands sounding off at street corners during the troubles. But in the end he had seen those same men crawl back to work after the military had reinforced the police and the yeomanry. A few factories had been gutted, a certain amount of plant damaged, and acres of local palings had been torn up and used as weapons against batons and bayonets, but within hours of the North Western Railway depositing the Guards at the Manchester terminus there had been no more talk of ‘Moscowing the town’, whatever that meant. He had even had the sour satisfaction of erasing the names of street orators he recognised from his tally book.

As for the present upset, a short strike and an extended lockout, it was a personal not a national demonstration. Cromaty, McShane, and a few like them, had staked their reputations on wrestling that penny-an-hour and that ten-minute breakfast break from him, and he knew what lay behind the demand. They were hoping to use these piddling concessions as a recruiting slogan for their newly-formed Spinners Alliance, a David pitting himself against the Goliath of the Local Federation and in this sense, or so Sam told himself, he was fighting everyone’s battle. For if the Bible story repeated itself in Seddon Moss then God alone knew what price employers all over the country would pay in cash and lost working hours in the approaching winter.

So the Seddon Moss deputation had trudged the dusty road to Daresbury in vain, arriving and departing empty-bellied and empty-handed. It had been a rare pleasure to watch McEwan, his Scots gardener, hosing the half-moon flower-beds only a few yards from the front steps while the men argued and pleaded. He had not given them so much as a drink of water and it must have been a leather-tongued sextet that trailed back to town, for all the streams on the plain were dry and every cottage was hoarding well water.

Meantime he had plenty to think about. Enforced idleness had given him an unlooked for opportunity to weigh every aspect of Matthew Goldthorpe’s hint of a dynastic alliance, and the prospect of having Goldthorpe’s poop of a son as the father of his grand-children took priority over even such a matter as the shutdown of Seddon Moss Mill.

Up here in his summerhouse, with his back to the trees, he could choose a highway for his thoughts and march along it, shoulders squared, pugnacious jaw outthrust, prominent blue eyes—‘marble’ eyes his rivals called them—bulging balefully at his unlikely castle that always had the power of focusing his attention, if only because it represented proof that anything was attainable providing you wanted it enough.

He thought first of the bloodless Goldthorpe, reputedly the richest ground landlord between Salford and Birkenhead, and then, reluctantly, of Goldthorpe’s son. Makepeace. What a damned silly name to christen a boy! What a gratuitous handicap to fasten upon a strippling due to walk into an income of several thousand a year once they trundled the old man away. Makepeace! Who wanted peace and, if peace was thrust upon a man, who wanted the odium of bringing it about? He remembered asking Goldthorpe what the devil had prompted him to penalise the boy at birth and the old man had told him that his son was named after the novelist, Thackeray, who was, it seemed, distantly related to Goldthorpe’s hoity-toity wife. To Sam it was an inadequate explanation but he felt obliged to admit that it suited Goldthorpe’s son and from here it was a short step to the contemplation of Makepeace Goldthorpe’s loins.

It seemed unlikely, at first glance, that the boy would be capable of siring anything more aggressive than a jack-rabbit. He was thin, shambling, toothy and completely subdued by the prospect of his father’s wealth. He had a moist handclasp, a wispy moustache, and a faint stammer but did physical disqualifications matter? Admittedly the prospect of grandsons was important but was that prospect limited to the womb of the one child his own wife had brought him and died, most inconsiderately, in the process? He was only forty-seven and would probably marry again when he could spare time. The lack of a wife over the past nineteen years had not troubled him overmuch. He spent very little time at home, retained the services of Mrs. Worrell, an excellent cook-housekeeper, and had access to any number of lusty operatives glad to satisfy his occasional needs for the price of a shilling. He had no regular mistress (the maintenance of one not only gave women grandiose ideas but invariably got about among the chapel people and was bad for business) but, by his own computation, he had probably sired half-a-dozen bastards. The claims of all had been silenced by a routine arrangement he had with Doig, his lawyer. Having satisfied himself that there was a chance of a claim being established, a small lump sum, and a statement exonerating his client from any further responsibility, disposed of the matter. Lately, on Doig’s advice, Sam had taken care to find his fun in Manchester, among some other mill-owner’s employees. It was, perhaps, an expensive way of going about things but Sam Rawlinson was not averse to spending money on himself. The arrow-slits and the four Gothic turrets embellishing Stannard Lodge proved that.

By now, however, with the prospect of finding a well britched husband for Henrietta, Sam’s thoughts had been turning more and more to bringing order into his private life and there seemed to him no reason why he should not begin looking around for some healthy young woman who would get him a string of heirs to compensate for his wife’s extreme carelessness in dying after producing a single child and that a daughter. As for Henrietta, she could make herself useful by marrying young Goldthorpe, or somebody like Goldthorpe. By so doing she would not only make fresh capital available but take out insurance in the matter of grandchildren.

He made a guess at Matthew Goldthorpe’s pile. It was probably in the six figure bracket, even though most of it reposed in bricks and mortar of which half was property on the point of falling down. Not that that mattered. The real value lay in the sites and the Goldthorpes, who had been landowners about here for two generations, were known to own a great slice of the eastern sector of the town and to have pocketed upwards of twenty thousand when the railway came through twenty years before. On the face of it he was hardly likely to improve on Makepeace, particularly as Matthew also owned the strip of rubble-strewn land between his offloading bays and the railways goods yard. He wondered, remembering this, if Goldthorpe could be talked into making this over to him as a wedding pledge and decided that it was possible. As always, when he was assessing a problem, he identified with his opponent and on this occasion the result was encouraging. Matt Goldthorpe was copper-bottomed but he was also greedy. Unlike Sam he did not think of himself as a rich man but continued to behave as though the odd sixpence represented the difference between a herring supper and going to bed on an empty stomach. The prospect of marrying into the family of the district’s largest employer of labour obviously attracted him. Had it been otherwise nothing would have induced the close-fisted old buzzard to make the first approach. Deciding this Sam also made up his mind on the spot but in doing so gave a passing thought to the couple themselves. Makepeace, he knew, would marry a woman with two heads if his father gave the command, not because he was filial but because, endowed with his father’s extreme fondness for money, the prospect of running contrary to its source, with younger brothers in the offing, was unthinkable. Apart from this, if he was a man at all, he would not find the prospect of marrying Henrietta displeasing, irrespective of any settlement Sam might make. Henrietta was a shapely, spirited girl, with her mother’s refined features and his own clear skin and matchless health. With the minimum of assistance from Makepeace she could, he was sure, produce a flock of children and old Goldthorpe, a slave to tribal prejudice, would respond to that and be likely to observe the rules of primogeniture when it came to making his will. Sam did not know, neither did he care, how Henrietta would react to the bargain. Their relationship was humdrum. Most of his time had been spent at the mill, or drumming up orders, and because she was only a girl he had left her education, such as it was, to a succession of nursemaid-governesses. She could, they told him, tinkle the piano, sew a little, cook a little, and while away her time on other woman’s pursuits, like pokerwork, crocheting and dressmaking. Unlike her father, she had been able to read and write since she was a toddler and no man in his senses would give a girl who promised to be pretty more than a minimal education.

Musing thus, it occurred to Sam that he knew less about her than he knew of some of his hands and he put this down to the fact that he had never recovered from the shock that she had not only had the gall to be the wrong sex but had, in arriving, killed his Irish wife, Cathy, thus depriving him of a chance to correct the error.

His memory, so accurate concerning matters of business, retained little of Cathy now. He saw her as a willowy girl who had caught his eye during a visit to the docks at Merseyside, one of the innumerable refugees from the first of the Irish potato famines in the ’thirties. He found her sitting on a tin trunk looking extraordinarily composed in the midst of the dock turmoil and, for a reason that he could not, for the very life of him, recall at this distance, she had made him laugh so that he had whisked her off and fed her with the intention of seducing her as soon as he had concluded his business with a Levantine skipper. But although she had eaten what had seemed to him an enormous amount of beef cabbage and Lancashire cheese, she had laughed in his face when he had proposed she should settle the bill upstairs and had offered, instead, to wash his shirt that had been soiled by the Levantine’s tarry cordage. He must have been in exceptionally high spirits on that particular trip—perhaps he got the better of the Levantine in the matter of freightage—for her impudence had made him laugh again and he proposed that she accompany him back to Warrington in his dogcart. Surprisingly she had agreed, and had even entertained him with sad Gaelic songs all the way home. Searching his memory for further fragments of the brief association he recalled now that Mrs. Worrell, his cook-housekeeper, had taken a liking to her, and it was probably the cook’s remonstrances that had prevented him from turning her loose to fend for herself when she rejected his renewed advances with contemptuous good humour. Why, in God’s name, had he decided to marry the girl? Had it been an impulse, related to the acquisition of Seddon Moss about that time and the need to establish himself among the conventional businessmen of a settled community? Had that snivelling priest who called on him to discuss the girl’s future dented his self-sufficiency? Had he grown impatient with the need to go out and find a woman whenever he wanted one? Had he married out of fear of catching a venereal disease, or was it a subconscious groping after some form of permanence in the pattern of his life? He had never had time to find out. When, after a month or so she told him that she was pregnant, he was jubilant and when they told him that she was dead he was furious, feeling himself to have been the victim of a complicated practical joke of the kind the wild Irish were always playing on their betters. To an extent the experience had sobered him and he had gone his own way, using people and discarding them but following a policy of keeping his private frolics to a minimum. There remained, however, Henrietta, and suddenly, a little surprisingly, she was a capital asset.

He got up, stretched his clumsy limbs, slapped a midge or two, and stumped off towards the house, a tall, thickset, bull-necked man with thinning hair grey at the temples and the heavy florid features that go with sensuality and a refusal to suffer fools gladly.
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Mrs. Worrell, as round as a bolster and crimson in the face after her exertions over the range in the airless kitchen, told him that Henrietta was somewhere about and he was to get out of her way if she was expected to prepare dinner for four at short notice. Alone among his seven hundred employees she could bully him, aware that a woman who could control staff, run a large, rambling house, and cook three wholesome meals a day was all but indispensable to a widower. Apart from that she was the only one among them that had known him when he was another man’s servant and over the years they had adjusted to one another. He went out, across the hall and up the broad staircase, calling his daughter by name.

She answered from her quarters at the end of the corridor, an octagonal room representing one of the turrets in reverse and he went in without knocking.

She was standing in front of a full-length mirror trying on a new green dress and the sight of her, as she stood with her back to him absorbed in her task, gave him a moment to study her reflection and come to terms with her as a young woman, rather than a dumpy, imperious child. She was wrestling petulantly with the tough wire cage of a crinoline designed for a smaller waist and narrower buttocks. Her dilemma amused him but it also offered him a sliver of satisfaction, for he had no patience with this eternal preoccupation among both men and women for seventeen-inch waists that demanded the torture of whalebone corsets. When he put his arm around a woman he liked to feel flesh, not armour-plating, and he had always thought of the crinoline as a monstrous contrivance designed, he wouldn’t wonder, to keep men at a safe distance. He said, tolerantly, “Where’d tha’ buy that dam’ silly thing, lass?” and she said, over her shoulder, “At Arrowsmith’s, and it fitted when I tried it on. It’s the first dress I’ve ever bought from a shop. Mrs. Worrell’s niece sews for me and comes up time and again for fittings.”

“Keep it that way,” he said, “for tha’ll get diddled every time tha’ set foot in Ned Arrowsmith’s premises.”

She made no comment on this and when he crossed to the window she continued to ignore him. She was not, he reflected, in the least like other men’s daughters, who fussed and fumed and fretted in a man’s presence, even that of their fathers and brothers. She always treated him as though he was a casual acquaintance, or even a servant, and now that he thought about it she had always had some approximation of this attitude towards him, as though he was a useful piece of furniture, or a carriage horse awaiting her pleasure. It disconcerted him but deep down he admired her for at least it argued that she had inherited his independence and was unlikely to become anyone’s fool. His mind returned again to Makepeace Goldthorpe and he thought ‘By God, if anything does come of it there’s no doubt who’ll wear the britches!’, and said, by way of a preamble. “Matt Goldthorpe and his son are supping here this evening.”

“Mrs. Worrell told me. She said I was to help out with them.”

“Aye, that’s so.” Her acceptance of the rarely demanded duty of hostess pleased him. She was, he decided, more like a man in her ability to grasp essentials without a lot of tiresome explanation and suddenly he warmed towards her, watching her movements in the mirror with an almost affectionate contempt.

“Eh, lass, let me lend a hand with that damned contraption. The neck of that birdcage needs stretching. It were made for a lass wi’ nowt to tak’ hold of.” He lifted the wire over her head as she let fall the voluminous green folds, revealing her frilled pantalettes that he thought of as women’s reach-me-downs and a corset that was laced so tightly that her chubby behind jutted beyond its rim like a ledge and pushed her rounded breasts half out of her camisole. He addressed himself to bending the master wire outward, giving the cage an overall extension of over an inch in circumference while she walked unconcernedly to the wardrobe and shrugged herself into a flannel gown.

The room, he noticed, was in disarray. Garments, packing paper and ribbons were strewn about and all the rugs were scuffed. Beyond the open door of the wardrobe he could see an array of dresses, cloaks and boots, and a compartment at the top full of hats. It occurred to him that he must have paid for all that clutter and also that Mrs. Worrell’s niece was probably making a damned good thing out of Henrietta’s patronage, but he didn’t resent it. She was his property and there was no reason why he should object to reinvesting a little of his profits in one of his assets. He had not come here with the idea of sounding her out but now it seemed advisable to know where they stood in relation to Matt Goldthorpe’s suggestion. Never having acquired the least finesse in the matter of striking bargains he went straight to the point.

“That son of Goldthorpe’s, Makepeace, the eldest one. He’s sweet on you, lass.”

Her head came up sharply, trapping a ray of the afternoon sun in a cluster of copper ringlets. Before today, before he had begun to think about her as a marriageable woman, it would have taxed him to state the colour of her hair but now he saw it as one of her selling points. The new dress, and the carefully arranged clusters of ringlets worn over each ear, suggested that she was as interested in her personal appearance as all young women growing up out of reach of the looms, and it struck him that she might find a certain amount of satisfaction in what she saw in that long mirror. There was a word almost everybody about here used for a woman like her but momentarily it escaped him. Then it came to him, a word from over the Pennines. ‘Gradely.’ Her sharp reaction to his mention of the Goldthorpes, however, had put him on guard so that he was not surprised when she said, “That Goldthorpe boy? The one with the droopy moustache who spits when he opens his mouth?”

He chuckled. “Nay, lass, his stammer’s nowt to worry about. He’ll get over that the minute he walks into Matt Goldthorpe’s pile and he’ll get pretty near all of it. The Goldthorpes think of themselves as gentry, and gentry don’t divide the brass the way our folk do. It all goes to t’eldest lad.”

She looked thoughtful for a moment. Then she said, carefully, “Is that why Mr. Goldthorpe is bringing Makepeace over here?”

“No,” Sam said, “Goldthorpe’s coming here to look you over himself, for I’ve never known Matt to buy a pig in a poke.”

The colour that came to her face made him regret his choice of phrase. He had, as he himself would have put it, ‘sounded out’ far too many prospects not to sense undeclared opposition to a proposition and he now made a serious effort to improve his approach.

“You can leave the old ’un to me,” he said. “All tha’ll need to do is give t’lad a little encouragement. He’s no oil-painting, I’ll grant you that, and he’s still fast under his father’s thumb, but the old man won’t make brittle bones from all I hear. When Makepeace walks into his father’s brass he’ll be t’best about here, tak’ my word for it!”

She was staring at him now and the grimness of her expression puzzled him. “Makepeace is coming here to propose to me?”

He said, sharply, “Great God, it’s not got as far as that yet! All I know is you’ve caught the boy’s eye and he’s mentioned as much to his father. That must mean business, otherwise I can’t see young Makepeace screwing up that much nerve.”

“We met at the Victory Ball in the Assembly Rooms last autumn,” she said, slowly, “we danced together. Twice. Did his father tell you that?”

“No, he didn’t, he just asked if you were spoken for, or likely to be.”

“What did you say to that?”

“I said you weren’t, and if any young spark came calling he’d do it through me or I’d kick his backside from here to the Mersey!”

He had an uncomfortable impression that he was being forced on to the defensive and made an effort to regain the initiative. “I say nowt to you capering around the Assembly Rooms,” he growled, “so long as Mrs. Worrell was within call, but when it comes to a serious business of this kind I’ll decide what’s best for you, and don’t get to thinking different.”

“No,” she said, in the same flat tone, “but don’t you or that old miser Goldthorpe get any daft ideas about marrying me off to Makepeace or anyone like Makepeace! When I wed I’ll wed a man, not a toad with a stutter and a clammy touch that makes me want to jump into the bathtub when he’s had his paws on me. Now give me that cage and let me get dressed.”

He was so astounded that for a moment he could do no more than put the frame into her outstretched hand. It was years since anyone had dismissed him in that tone of voice and the few who had had lived to regret it. He said, heaving his bulk away from the casement, “You can tak’ your time with Goldthorpe but who and when you wed is something I’ll decide, the same way as any man in my position would.” A sudden suspicion crossed his mind and came near to frightening him. “If there’s any other young buck who fancies his chance of walking into my money …” but she turned her back on him and stepped nimbly into the enlarged hoop so that he found himself not only hectoring a reflection but being interrupted by one.

“There’s no one else! If it’s any comfort to you I’ve never met a man I could marry,” and somehow, because he entirely believed her, the sense of outrage left him and again he made shift to soften his approach.

“Listen here, lass,” he said, so reasonably that his tone of voice surprised him, “I don’t pretend to be gentry, and I’m not a man to hound a lass into wedlock for brass and nowt but brass, but it’s time you realised you’re in t’market and put a price on yourself. I hadn’t decided on young Goldthorpe in particular. It was his father who made the approach. But if it’s not Goldthorpe it will be someone in Goldthorpe’s bracket, for in my book brass marries brass, make no mistake about that. It’s no secret round here how much I can call on if I’ve a mind to, or that having no lads I’m likely to settle something substantial on you when we’ve picked our man. Keep young Makepeace on a string if you have to. Maybe that’s the right game to play for a spell, but when he comes here tonight you’ll be civil to him, and mighty civil to the old man, if only because he’s my ground landlord. Dammit. I’ve got troubles enough, and you’ve no call to add to them so long as you expect me to pay for what’s in that wardrobe!”

He paused then, half-hoping for some conciliatory word or gesture on her part, but none came. She clipped the cage about her, hitched it once or twice, and slowly drew the flounces of sprigged muslin level with her waist.

Deciding that nothing would be gained by pressing her any further at this stage he clumped as far as the threshold but here, feeling the honours remained with her, he turned and stood biting his underlip, finally adding, “After we’ve eaten, the old man will want to talk. When you get the nod from me tak’ t’lad outside, do you hear?”

“They can hear in the kitchen,” she said, and gave the bell of her skirt a pert little undulation that struck him as being the equivalent of a street urchin’s gesture of derision. It was only then, notwithstanding her attitude throughout the interview, that he realised his daughter might prove as stubborn as the hard-core troublemakers who had absented themselves from the latest deputation.
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The meal, a culinary success, did nothing to ease the tensions a malevolent set of circumstances had combined to exert on Sam Rawlinson throughout the hours leading up to the climax of a discouraging day.

There was the news that Joe Wilson, his overseer, brought him from the town about five, of operatives in a truculent mood and the certainty of the mass meeting hitherto dismissed as a bluff. There was Henrietta’s hostile attitude towards him and his half-formed decision to accept Goldthorpe’s offer of an alliance. There was the unexpected formality that the Goldthorpes, father and son, introduced into the house from the moment their coachman (Goldthorpe, too mean to employ a trained man, hired beery ostlers from the livery stable when he did not drive himself) deposited them on the front steps. And as if this was not enough to put a man off his meat and claret, there was his confoundedly constricting three-inch collar that he felt obliged to wear as an acknowledgement of the solemnity of the occasion.

One of the disadvantages of growing rich and moving up in society, he decided, was the necessity to encumber yourself with frock coats, stovepipe hats, punishing boots and, above all, that circlet of respectability about the neck that any well-ordered society would have reserved for felons.

Notwithstanding these preoccupations he set himself throughout the meal to dissipate the old man’s gloom concerning the mood of the strikers, the Goldthorpes having passed knots of operatives making their way to the meeting. Makepeace, stuttering with glee that was the privilege, he supposed, of a man who did not have to deal with any opposition worse than defaulting tenants, had declared that the men had looked menacing and that one had shouted after the carriage, guessing its destination. Sam told them that Wilson had made his report and promised to ride out here again if there were further developments. He added that the police had been alerted and could call, if necessary, upon reinforcements from Manchester, but old Goldthorpe, damn him, went on to imply that he, Rawlinson, was putting the work forces of other employers in jeopardy by refusing to capitulate to the last deputation, and that the militants among them would now have plenty of brickbats to use at the meeting.

“You should ha’ played for time, man, you should ha’ promised to think it over,” he muttered, scratching at his plate like a famished old cockerel. “If they were ready to go back on their demands it was a back-down, wasn’t it? This lockout of yours is going to cost me a pretty penny before it’s over. More than half of them live under my slates.”

Had it not been necessary to mollify the old skinflint and divert attention from Henrietta’s glacial detachment, he would have reminded Goldthorpe that he was fighting every employer’s battle, and also that anyone living under a Goldthorpe roof was liable to get a wet shift when the dry spell ended. As it was he was obliged to go into the details of his long-term strategy. He was only partially relieved by Makepeace’s enthusiastic espousal of his cause, dictated, no doubt, by that young man’s determination to squirm into Henrietta’s good graces. Listening to him endorsing the policy of implacability he could understand the lad’s eagerness to demolish the barrier Henrietta had raised the moment she came floating down the stairs in that new green dress of hers. He was learning more than he had bargained for about his daughter when he had lounged into the house to discuss the prospect of marriage, never having realised she was so akin to him in temperament. She had, not beauty exactly, but a rare, eye-catching poise and prettiness in that decanter of a dress, and under it a figure likely to make a lustier man than Makepeace lick his lips. The last time he had looked at her consciously she had seemed no more than a fresh-complexioned schoolgirl, with a flat chest, an awkward legginess and a mop of coppery hair, and here she was ladling out sherry trifle like an artful and mature woman, trained to keep men guessing about what she looked like when she stepped out of that birdcage clamped to her waist. In the soft shine of the table-lamp her eyes looked as green as bottle-glass, and her neck, short though it was, was perfectly proportioned to a pair of wide, down-sweeping shoulders. Sitting there, saying nothing, yet otherwise playing a hostess to perfection, she struck him as a study in pink and white and green that was the only cool and composed element in that airless room, and understandably that cold fish of a Makepeace did not know what the devil to make of her. As for the old man, he was senile enough to behave towards her with the circumspection he might have accorded a young duchess with money to invest in one of his shadier projects, and Sam decided that here, perhaps, was the sole rewarding aspect of the evening, the fact that his daughter had made a deep impression on the richest old badger in Seddon Moss. It was surely time to begin drawing up articles before Makepeace began to look elsewhere.

He said, pushing back his chair and clearing his throat, “Your father and I have some business to settle, lad. Take Henrietta a turn in the garden,” and deliberately avoiding his daughter’s eye he stood up and rang for the maid, at the same time offering his cigar case to Goldthorpe.

To his relief Henrietta also rose and grimaced in the old man’s direction before gliding round the end of the table and floating decorously towards the French window that opened on to the terrace. He caught Goldthorpe watching her movements and the wintry smile on the old man’s face helped to absorb the choler he felt that a chit of a girl could come so near holding him up to ransom. Impatient of the restraint he had had to exercise throughout the meal he discarded any attempt at a preamble and said, bluntly, “Well, Matt, now that you’ve met her …?”

“She’s a bonnie lass,” the old man said, carefully, “and a very civil one. She’s not much to say for herself, but I’m not holding that against her. That’s rare in a young woman these days. Does she ken why I’m over here.”

“Leave your lad to do his own talking,” Sam said. “At his age I wouldn’t have wanted a spokesman for a lass like Henrietta.”

It amused him that Goldthorpe had been so thoroughly deceived by his daughter’s unrelenting glumness. No doubt Henrietta had hoped it would discourage them and here was the old man applauding it. Unexpectedly Sam felt the tensions easing and poured Goldthorpe a generous glass of port as they faced one another over the ruins of the meal. When the maid had reached the door with a tray of dishes he called, “Leave the rest, I’ll ring when I’m ready,” and turned back to Goldthorpe with a flourish. “We’ll cut the cackle and get down to details,” he said, biting on his cigar. “I intend to settle five hundred a year on her and I’ll add another hundred when the first child shows up. More if it’s a boy.”

The old man’s head came up sharply, disconcerted by his directness. Sam went on, without giving his opponent time to hedge, “But you can do me a favour in exchange. That strip of waste between my offloading bays and the railway siding—it could save me two hours’ teamwork a day if I could run a brace of rails across it. I’m not expecting it for nowt. I’ll pay a fair price for it.”

The old man’s head wobbled as though he had received a box on the ear. He shut his eyes, as if absorbing the smart, and his mouth, Sam thought, looked like a rockseam depressed at each extremity. He recognised the expression at once as Matt Goldthorpe’s ‘money-look’, as much a feature of the local scenery as Scab’s Castle. It pleased him to be able to summon it so effortlessly. Matt said, with a kind of groan, “Nay, I had plans to build two rows of cottages on that strip, Rawlinson.”

“Aye,” said Sam, indulgently, “happen you did, but then I had plans to go looking for a son-in-law among the shipwrights in Liverpool. Some of them are on the way to becoming gentry and there’s not one who couldn’t call up as much as you.”

Goldthorpe blinked twice and Sam settled himself to wait, as for the next move of a doughty chess opponent. “Makepeace is shaping well,” Goldthorpe said, noncommittally. “He thinks of little but work, or didn’t until he took a fancy to your lass.” Then, “Five hundred, you said?”

“Aye,” said Sam, “subject to you selling that strip.”

There was a longish pause. Through a blue haze of tobacco smoke they measured one another’s advantages, a matched pair, settling comfortably to the collar of avarice.
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Twilight lingered in the open patches of lawn between summerhouse and copse and the air was heavy with the scent of roses and cloves. Makepeace and Henrietta walked decorously, two children given permission to absent themselves for a brief interval but without getting into mischief or soiling their Sunday clothes. It was very still out here. The only sounds that reached Henrietta was the whisper of her dress (a dress she was already beginning to hate), and the plaintive squeak of Makepeace’s new boots. Back in the house, in the presence of the older men, she had been protected against the sense of outrage that this pallid young man’s suit represented, perhaps by easy accessibility to her own room, or by the nearness of Mrs. Worrell, her sole confidante, but out here she was vulnerable. She could not run far in this balloon of a gown and there was nowhere to run to in any case. Until this moment she had been conscious of any number of sensations concerning him but now he produced in her nothing but loathing, held in check by contempt for his timidity. As they moved down the slope, however, she sensed that he was not as timid as she had supposed. In the presence of his repulsive old father he was a quaking schoolboy, cringing under the rod. Released from that presence he acquired a kind of swagger that began to show in a strutting walk and the smug, proprietary glances he directed at her. He said, presently, “This is far enough, Henrietta,” and caught her by the arm.

His touch, even through the elbow-length glove she wore, felt clammy and the prospect of being embraced by him threatened her like the onrush of a dragon with moist paws and foetid breath. She fell back on the only defence at her disposal, a counterfeit and conventional modesty, instilled into her by a succession of amateur governesses, withdrawing her hand and saying, “Please, Makepeace! Behave!”

It sounded very silly, a formal protest directed at a professional thief caught ransacking the family silver and, in a way, she felt herself beset by thieves, a trio of them, including among their number her own father. Their quarry, she realised, was not merely her freedom and future but the most private areas of her body. She was like someone trying to scramble to the summit of an icebound slope without much hope of avoiding a fatal tumble, arms and legs flailing, clothes ripped, and flesh bruised in a descent into—what? A lifetime in the company of this parody of a man, superintending his household, being pinched and patronised by that old miser back in the house, undressing and lying down in bed with Makepeace, and the sheer blankness rather than the unsavouriness of that prospect made her stomach contract within the confines of her tightly-laced corset.

He said, with a hint of bluster, “Behave? But I don’t have to ‘behave’ any more, Henrietta. You know very well what they’re discussing back there. You know why father and I are here tonight. You aren’t saying your father hasn’t mentioned it, are you?” He paused a moment and when she said nothing he drew a long, whistling breath. “I’m expected to propose marriage to you before we go in. Then there’s to be a settlement and I’m to get ‘The Clough’ as a wedding present. We went and looked at it yesterday and found it very suitable. The tenant is getting his notice tomorrow.”

What was there to say to that? He mentioned ‘The Clough’, a small, manor-type house they owned two miles north of the town, as though the prospect of sharing it with him would make any girl of her age swoon with ecstasy, and his very certitude had the power to divert her thoughts and check the panic advancing on her like a wall of sludge.

“When was all this decided? When and how?” she demanded and had the small satisfaction of seeing him look as disconcerted as had her father when she had challenged him that same afternoon.

“Why, soon after the Victory Ball,” he said, with a hint of a stutter, “I made up my mind then, Henrietta.”

“You made up your mind? Didn’t it even occur to you to mention it to me?”

He seemed genuinely astonished. “Mention it? But how could I mention it? I had first to discuss it with father. How could I run contrary to him? I have no money. I get a weekly wage, like everyone else in his employ, but he’ll make me a generous allowance as soon as we’re married and you’ll have money too. That’s what they’re talking about now.”

It was astonishing how people like the Goldthorpes and her father were able to canalise everything that happened to them, or was likely to happen to them, into streams leading to that single reservoir. Birth, death, marriage, all manner of personal relationships, all human endeavours and aspirations led back to that one word. Money. Nothing else counted. Nothing else was of the smallest importance. She said, desperately now, “But I don’t love you, Makepeace. How could I? I hardly know you. We’ve met a few times, we’ve danced together twice. How could I make up my mind about anything as important as that at a moment’s notice? Marriage … you and me, moving into a big house like ‘The Clough’ … living together, always …? It’s something that any girl would have to … to … think about a long time, even a millhand!”

He laughed outright at this but there was relief in his laughter. He said, taking her hand again, “It isn’t anything you have to decide, Henrietta. It’s important, of course, far too important for someone like you to decide. You wouldn’t know how, for that’s a man’s job and anyway, it hasn’t been decided in a moment. I’ve been considering it ever since the Victory Ball, and so has my father and your father. And now it’s arranged!” and his arm went round her waist with a firmness that surprised her.

The wave of panic touched her and broke over her so that she was too frightened and too breathless to find the strength to pull away from him a second time. She found herself groping for words as if they had been pieces of wreckage to keep her head above surface, but even in the tumult of the moment she had a horrid certainty that he assumed her to be overwhelmed by nothing more momentous than the majesty of the occasion, that and the vapourings that were reckoned obligatory on the part of an inexperienced girl receiving her first proposal of marriage. She said, despairingly, “When …?” but he seemed to take this as an invitation for both arms went round her and his face loomed over her, blotting out the light from the terrace. The scent of flowers in the half-moon beds were vanquished by the whiff of his breath, heavy with claret and a sourness that made her want to retch. She would have fought back with her knees if the arc of the crinoline had not made this impossible, and her right arm had not been pinioned by his left. There were only two avenues of resistance available, a left-handed downsweep of her fingernails across his cheek, or a simulated faint. She chose the latter as the easier to accomplish, buckling her knees so that she slipped below the level of his waistcoat. Then, before he could reach out and support her, she heard the steady drumming of hooves and the spatter of loose gravel and suddenly he was gone and she was on her knees on the grass, cocooned in yards of silk and muslin. Voices called distractedly from the drive and the terrace and she smelled the sharp whiff of a sweating horse. Behind her, as she rose, was a glow in the sky, yellowish white and extraordinarily vivid, so that she thought for a moment she had indeed fainted. But then she saw that the horseman was Joe Wilson, her father’s overseer, and that people, including Makepeace and old Matthew, were jostling round him where he had reined in opposite the dining-room windows.

Across the fifty-yard gap her father’s voice reached her. “Afire? Our mill?” and then everyone began running back and forth, and she saw Makepeace glance towards the summerhouse and instinct prompted her to move out of the ribbon of light cast by the dining-room lamps and into the fringe of the copse where the ferns grew waist high. She heard him call twice but nobody came in pursuit and within minutes Goldthorpe’s carriage came pounding through the stable arch and she watched the three men scramble in, and Joe Wilson wheel his sweating horse. Then, in a long, rambling clatter, they were gone.

She thought gratefully, ‘It’s a sign from heaven, it’s God helping me to escape!’ and without conscious thought her resolution was formed and she dodged round the summerhouse, avoiding the group of yammering servants gathering on the terrace as they stared up at the glow in the sky, and along the north side of the house to the conservatory door.

She went through it to the hall, up the stairs and along the passage to her room, still littered with her preparations for the dinner party. From the cupboard, where her dresses hung, she dragged out a small basket-trunk full of odds and ends and emptied them on the floor and after that the carpetbag holdall Mrs. Worrell had loaned her to carry discarded clothes to the needy. Recalling its purpose, and the patronage with which she had filled it, she thought of herself as far needier at this moment than the most impoverished family she had visited in the company of the curate, Mr. Burbage. She was deficient in many things, including advice, money and, above all, a plan, but there was no time to isolate any need beyond one to put distance between herself and Makepeace Goldthorpe. It did not occur to her to consider the prospect of staying on and defying her father, for no one had ever successfully defied Sam Rawlinson. A man who could hold a town to ransom through a long summer drought would make light of a locked bedroom door, or tears, or threats of suicide, or anything that she could do to divert him from the course he had decided. Men like Cromaty and McShane, the strike leaders back in the town, understood that and that was why they had put a torch to the mill and now, she supposed, they would all end their lives in gaol on that account. But Cromaty and McShane had offered her a loophole for in these circumstances he was unlikely to return to the house before morning and this gave her a minimum of eight hours to circle the town to the west, reach Lea Green, and catch a train to Liverpool where regular packet boats were said to leave for Ireland. She would be miles away, and perhaps even at sea, before a search could be mounted and it would be some time before anyone thought of asking Mrs. Worrell where she might have gone.

She wondered, as she began to stuff underclothes and toilet bag into the trunk, whether even Mrs. Worrell, the only person in her life who qualified as a confidante, would recall telling her those stories about her mother’s family in Kerry. Her father, if he had ever heard of them, had surely forgotten them long ago. Months might elapse before inquiries could be pursued across the Irish Channel and at the moment she could only think in terms of hours. It struck her then that perhaps this flight was not a spontaneous idea after all and might have been dormant in her mind for a long time, or why else was the name and address of relatives she had never seen rooted in her memory? Uncle and Auntie O’Bannion. Shaun and Dympna O’Bannion. Briar Cottage, Ballynagall, County Kerry, Ireland. The words jingled like bells promising laughter and protection, so that she saw her unknown uncle as the traditional stage Irishman, with gap-toothed smile, and her aunt as a woman with a shawl over her head and kind, deepset eyes that would light up with pleasure when a fugitive niece came knocking on the door of Briar Cottage, Ballynagall.

When the basket-trunk was full, and fastened with a girdle, she began putting things into the holdall: shoes, a needlework bag, an extra pair of drawers, one or two pieces of trumpery jewellery, a nightgown, and a half-emptied box of toffees bought when she went into the town to collect the dress. On second thoughts, recalling that she liked toffees, she stuffed the tin under the girdle where it would be handy. Then she turned out her purse on the bed. There was a shilling and a few coppers, enough to buy a railway ticket from Lea Green to Liverpool but certainly insufficient for even a deck passage to Dublin. She put the small change back in her purse and the purse in her reticule and then, gathering up basket-trunk and holdall, she opened the door and listened.

The prattle of the maids rose from the hall via the stairwell. The staff would continue to relish the drama until Mrs. Worrell descended on them from somewhere, and Mrs. Worrell was surely to be avoided as the one person in the house with authority to detain her. For a few moments Henrietta hovered on the threshold, uncertain of her next move, but then something stirred around her calves and she heard the panting of Twitch, her liver and white spaniel, who must have been roused from his kitchen basket by the outcry and slipped up the backstairs to seek reassurance. The presence of Twitch was an added embarrassment. He was very attached to her and would certainly follow wherever she went. Standing there, shushing the dog, clutching the basket-trunk under one arm and the holdall in the other hand, her thoughts began to sort themselves out. She had to have more money. She had to reach the schoolroom and get her atlas (for who could find their way to Ballynagall without an atlas) and she had to reach the shrubbery bordering the drive without being seen. Money was the first priority and she thought she knew where she could find some. Taking brief advantage of a surge of the maids out on to the terrace, when someone shouted news of the crimson glow in the sky, she slipped downstairs and along the passage leading to her father’s den.

In here a lamp still burned turned very low. It must have been overlooked during the panic exit of the men from the house. Twitch, scenting the excitement that engulfed the house, pranced along in her wake and she turned up the lamp in order to rummage in the drawers of the desk, recalling that Sam kept a cash-box there for paying out the domestic wages. Most of the drawers were locked but the one containing the cash-box was open and upending it she realised why. There was no coin of a higher value than a shilling and only two of those. The rest, perhaps about seven shillings in all, was made up of sixpences and coppers. She crammed the coins into her purse and leaving her bags under the window ran back along the passage to the schoolroom, still with the spaniel at her heels.

It was dark in here but she found the atlas by running her fingers along the bindings of the tattered school books on the shelf beside the fireplace. The dog was now whimpering with excitement and she hissed, pleading, “Be quiet. Twitch! for heaven’s sake, be quiet!” and ran across the room, into the passage and straight against the yielding bosom of Martha Worrell.

The shock was so great that she cried out in alarm so that Martha Worrell’s brawny arms went round her as she said, “I’ve been looking for you, child. You heard about the mill? Everyone’s half off their heads, and you’re to spend the night in my lodge …!” but Henrietta broke away, scudding down the passage to the den with Mrs. Worrell in breathless pursuit, until the sight of the luggage piled high on the desk stopped her dead. She hung on the doorpost a moment, gasping for breath. The passage was no more than ten yards long but Martha Worrell weighed seventeen stone. She said, at last, “Where do you think you’re going? Who said to pack those things?” and Henrietta, her back against the window, stared back at her defiantly, as though the housekeeper was the agent of Makepeace Goldthorpe, commissioned to deliver her into bondage. She said, through her teeth, “You can’t stop me, Martha. I won’t stay, you hear? I’m going now, before they come back. They won’t give me a thought with what’s going on and when they do I’ll be gone. I’ll be safe in Ireland!”

Martha Worrell passed a hand half as big as a ham slowly across her brows.

“What is it, child? What’s to do? For mercy’s sake, what’s scared you so? Those fools in the town won’t bother wi’ you …” and then, because she had known and handled Henrietta from the moment she was born, she sensed that it was not the riot in the town that had planted that stricken look on the girl’s face but some other agency and that in some way it had to do with the ceremonial meal she had cooked for Sam Rawlinson’s guests that evening. She said, with a flash of intuition, “Goldthorpe’s son? Is it him?”

There was no help for it now. If she was to get clear in the time left to her Mrs. Worrell would have to be taken into her confidence.

“He’s going to marry me. He says it’s been arranged between his father and my father. He wasn’t pretending, he couldn’t have been. He’s got a house, ‘The Clough’, over at High Barton …”

“You mean you knew nowt about it? Not until tonight?”

“Father mentioned it this afternoon but he only said Makepeace might come asking, he didn’t say it was arranged … I won’t marry him, Martha. They can’t make me, can they?”

Martha Worrell had not kept house for Sam Rawlinson for twenty years without learning how to face facts. “Happen they’ll try,” she said, grimly, and felt the perspiration strike cold under her armpits.

“What else could I do to stop them? They’ll keep on, they won’t give up. I could see that tonight. It’s to do with money, isn’t it? Isn’t it?”

The housekeeper cocked a shrewd eye at her, trying to gauge the difference between a tantrum and hysteria. Then she said, with a whistling sigh, “They’ll try an’ wear thee down, lass, if they’ve already got as far as that. Are you sure about ‘The Clough’?”

“Makepeace was telling me when Joe Wilson galloped up shouting about the fire.”

Mrs. Worrell glanced at the luggage on the desk.

“Eeee, but where did you think of going? Where is there to run to?”

“Ballynagall,” Henrietta said, and Martha Worrell’s escaping breath sounded like air forced from a split bellows.

“Ballynagall? Good life, child, those folk of your mother’s haven’t been heard of in years! They might be anywhere. They might even be dead! You can’t go scampering off to Ballynagall just like that!”

“I can try, I won’t stay here after tonight …”

The housekeeper made a despairing gesture. “Stop mithering, child. Let me think.” She stood squarely against the door, hands clasped across her belly, broad, good-natured face crumpled in the effort of grappling with a string of imponderables.

From across the room, standing within the circle of lamplight, Henrietta divined sympathy and waited. Almost a minute ticked by. There was no sound now except the subdued panting of Twitch who had settled himself on the hearthrug, his attention divided between them.

“Ballynagall is nonsense,” Martha said, at last, “leastways, it’s nonsense the way you’re going about it. I would have to write first, and then wait for an answer. But once your father got wind o’ it he’d put a stop to that one way or another. Happen he’s as set on that match as Matt Goldthorpe is. I had a notion he was, and maybe I should have warned you but I weren’t sure, or not sure enough. It were brewing, that’s all I knew for certain.” The brooding expression faded and suddenly she looked obstinate and resolute. “But you’re reet about one thing, lass. It’s now or never, while there’s such a to-do in t’town and there’s nowt wrong wi’ putting distance between yoursen and your father, if only to show your mettle. But where, that’s the rub!” And suddenly she unclasped her hands so that they were free to slap her belly with satisfaction.

“Our Nelly, be God! Go to our Nelly, i’ Garston!”

“The railwayman’s wife?”

“Aye, Nelly’s the one. She’s more spunk nor the others.”

“But won’t that mean trouble for you if …”

“Nay, I’ll say I sent you there for safety, and he’ll not give it another thought. There’ll be plenty to occupy his mind for a spell!”

Dramatically, instantaneously, the initiative passed to her, as though she was not the abettor but the fugitive. “Head for Lea Green and wait on t’first train that stops there. And when you get to Liverpool hire a fly at the station, it’s nobbut a few miles. I’ll write our Nelly a note saying I sent you on account o’ the riots, and the hands throwing bricks at his windows. Tell Nelly my letter will be on your heels but someone’ll have to tak’ you to Lea Green and it’ll have to be Enoch, for he’s the only man left about here and that’s a blessing. Enoch won’t think it daft to be catching a train this hour o’ the night. Have you got money?”

“About nine shillings. I took most of it from the cash-box.”

She nodded fiercely. “I’ll tell him about it. I’ll say I couldn’t see you go wi’ nowt in your purse. But you’d best leave wi’out the girls seeing you. I’ll find Enoch and harness the trap.”

“May I take Twitch? Would your sister Nelly mind if I took Twitch?”

“You could tak’ a zoo along to our Nelly’s. The house is a fair tip, spilling over wi’ spoiled children and spoiled animals, but the vittles won’t be up to the kind you been used to, lass. Her man don’t fetch home a sovereign a week and she was never a one to mak’ do. Tell her I’ll send money for board. Now drop that luggage out o’ t’window and pick it up on the way round. I’ll send Enoch down to the lodge wi’ t’trap.”

Henrietta turned her back to drop the bags out on to the gravel, but when she faced around Mrs. Worrell had already waddled as far as the door, so that the girl, with a little cry of dismay, ran across the room threw her arms about her and kissed her perspiring cheek.

“Darling Martha! I made sure you’d stop me. Why are you doing this? Is it because you hate my father?”

Demonstrations of this kind embarrassed Mrs. Worrell and she shrugged herself free. “Nay, lass,” she muttered, “there’s far worse nor Sam Rawlinson around. Besides,” her brown eyes half-closed as though searching the past, “it was kick out or go under where your father started from but nobody would have wed him to t’wrong lass! Makepeace Goldthorpe indeed! Sharing the bed of a lass I’ve raised. I’d see all of ’em burned first, along o’ t’mill!”

She went out and a moment later Henrietta saw her beckon from the foot of the stairs. She whistled softly to Twitch, moving along to the front door that was standing wide open. Outside, at the den window, she paused to retrieve her bags and looking up at the face of the west turret noted how the glare in the northern sky had coloured it coral. She knew then, with certainty, that she would never see this ugly house again.
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Beyond the copse that bordered the wilder section of the grounds the sky over Seddon Moss was bright orange laced with crimson, and the whiff of the burning mill, and who knew what else besides, was carried for miles on the soft currents of the night breeze. It could not have been mistaken for a bonfire smell for deep within it was the smell of the city, rank and sulphurous, the stink of a dozen factory chimneys out of hand.

The smell and the coral sky scared Enoch and it bothered the pony. Neither knew what to make of it and each, from time to time, lifted a head and snorted. They pushed on, however, beyond the fork of the dust road that led left-handed over the common towards Lea Green and the string of halts serving Cheshire folk living south of the factory belt. It was about here that Henrietta, on her rare excursions to Liverpool, had seen the goose-children tending their flocks on the manorial waste but there was no one here now; just her, the scared pony, and Enoch, Mrs. Worrell’s odd-job man, who had no roof to his mouth and was reckoned half an idiot.

Because, underneath her outward composure, she was just as frightened as man and beast, Henrietta decided to concentrate her thoughts on remembering how he had wandered up to the backdoor one winter’s day, honking his willingness to sweep the drive free of snow in exchange for a drink and a bag of crusts. Henrietta had pitied him then and so, in her practical way, had Martha Worrell. She filled his belly, set him to work, and gave him a place to sleep, two planks laid along the rafters of the gardener’s toolshed. Since then Enoch had been the gardener’s drudge but the staff called him the Boffin Boy, for the ‘boffin’ was their name for where he slept. From time to time she had seen him at work in the yard and about the flowerbeds, washing down setts, grooming the carriage horse, or hoeing and weeding under McEwan’s direction. She had thought of him with compassion but genteel compassion, the kind one felt for blind beggars standing outside the Corn Exchange. Now, by a miracle, or series of miracles, he was her secret agent, helping her to escape from the clammy embraces of Makepeace Goldthorpe and she warmed towards him, wishing with all her heart that she could afford to reward him with a bright new shilling when he left her to await the train at Lea Green in obedience to Mrs. Worrell’s instructions. But she could not afford such generosity. It would have to be a penny, or perhaps, if a train was due, two pennies.

About a mile down the track the last of the timber fell away and they began to cross a wide stretch of open moor. The glare in the sky remained constant on the right, where lay Seddon Moss, and over her shoulder Henrietta could see streaks of crimson in the blue-black fringe of horizon. She could contemplate the devastation without any feelings other than relief. Sam could build another mill. She had but one life and could not afford to share it with Makepeace.

Then it happened, suddenly and without the slightest warning if one discounted the interval of airlessness and oppressive silence that had endured since they emerged from the trees. A shaft of lightning forked across the whole width of the sky, its tongues leaping down on the glow in the north-east as though eager to join in such a bonus display. And within seconds of the glare thunder rolled from west to east, a long, long caravan of empty barrels trundled across the arch of the sky, pushing other barrels before them and trailing a string of laggards behind.

She was aware at once of the effect upon Enoch and the pony. Enoch began to honk, just like one of the geese that grazed hereabouts, and the pony stopped dead, bracing itself against the shafts so that the trap tilted violently and the basket-trunk, reposing on end against the box-seat, slithered over the edge and thumped down on to the road. Henrietta cried out and Enoch turned on her, mouth open, eyes almost starting out of his head, and then the whole countryside was brilliantly lit by a second flash, far more extensive than the first, and the thunder crashed down on them like a mountain avalanche, sealing them between walls of booming, thumping, ear-splitting sound that sent every thought but terror skittering across the moor for sanctuary.

This time the pony reared and although she could not hear Enoch’s terrified honks on account of the thunder she knew that he was screaming, for his mouth was wide open and his tongue flickering like a snake’s. He dropped the reins and threw both hands across his face and as the trap spun in a half-circle Henrietta lost her grip upon the rail and half-rolled over the shafts and down on her hands and knees in the road. The dog Twitch, who had been cowering beside the holdall, leapt after her, and when the third flash lit up the sky the pony was already tearing across the open moor, with Enoch hunched in the driving seat so that he looked like a mound of luggage rather than a boy.

It had all happened so quickly that Henrietta had no time to gesture or call out to him to stop. Before she rose upright, conscious of a smarting pain in her palms and knees, the trap was already fifty yards away and heading towards the main road at a prodigious pace. She saw it once again, silhouetted against the fourth flash, but then it looked infinitely far off, a speck on the empty landscape. Then, preceded by a few heavy drops, the rain began to fall in great, hissing sheets, solid water bucketing out of a world of darting flame and stunning uproar.

She acted solely on the promptings of instinct, trudging back along the road to retrieve her trunk but by the time she reached it she was dripping wet. She stood there for about a minute, water cascading over her head and streaming down her shoulders, so that her shawl stuck to her and small rivulets dribbled from its ends, losing themselves in the ridges and flounces of the crinoline. Then another blinding flash revealed the shepherd’s hut built of cunningly-stacked stones and roofed with turf, no more than ten yards off the road and she ran to it, the dog yapping at her heels. There was no door but inside it was warm and dry, and, to an extent, the cacophony of the sky was shut off, as though ten thousand romping children had been banished to another part of the house. She lay on her side gasping and whimpering, the dog close against her breast, the basket-trunk under her head. And presently, while she still trembled, the storm rumbled and grumbled across the moor in the direction of Seddon Moss, and the rain settled to a steady downpour that fell on the turf roof as a shower of peas.

How long she lay like that, or whether or not she dozed, she could not have said but presently reason began to assert itself, its herald a fall in body temperature. The front of her, where the terrified Twitch crouched, was warm, but her back and shoulders grew cold under the dripping shawl and she realised, if she was to survive out here at all, she would have to make some attempt to help herself. She put no faith in Enoch returning to look for her. If he reached home at all he would be most likely to leap out of the trap and seek the shelter of his loft. He would not, perhaps, be questioned by Mrs. Worrell until morning and even then he would have the greatest difficulty in making known to her what had occurred. He might even lie about it, implying that he had seen her as far as Lea Green, and if this was so Mrs. Worrell would assume she caught a train, write her letter to Nelly, and sit back to await a reply. In these circumstances it might be days before she was missed.

The very bleakness of the situation injected courage into her but it was not the courage of desperation that had caused her to flee from the embraces of Makepeace Goldthorpe. She now saw her survival as a kind of apprenticeship in the craft of freedom, an ordeal set her by Providence to test her nerve and hardihood, and because she was Sam Rawlinson’s daughter she began, albeit slowly, to take stock of her reserves. Putting aside the dog she carefully raised herself, finding that she could stand upright, her head all but touching the roof. She reached behind her and grappled with the first six hooks of the bodice and when the lowest of them did not respond to her blundering fingers she tore at the fastenings until the material parted and the skirt dropped away, settling itself at her feet. She unfastened the strap of the cage and her three petticoats, all as wet as the dress, fell by their own weight, and soon she was standing in camisole and linen pantalettes and it was at this stage that she made a pleasant discovery. Torrential as the rain had been it had not penetrated beyond the last petticoat and under the tent of the skirt the lower part of her was dry and warm. She went down on her knees again and loosened the strap of the basket-trunk. She had no recollection of what she had stuffed into it and now she made another welcome discovery, for her muff and braided mantle were there, together with two pairs of drawers and one pair of worsted stockings.

Everything that emerged from the trunk gave her infinitely more pleasure than she had experienced when the items had been acquired. There was a comb and silver-backed hairbrush, a square of flannel and a small piece of scented soap, and then, best of all, the tin of toffees, with heroes of the Crimea emblazoned on the outside. She crammed three toffees into her mouth and set about towelling herself with the mantle. The friction was exquisite. She could feel the blood flowing back into her numbed shoulders and the upper part of her arms and in less than five minutes she was glowing and the little hut began to take on a kind of cosiness, as though it accepted her as its new mistress. Outside the rain still fell but there was no urgency in the downpour. Inside with Twitch, already asleep and snoring gently, it was warm and dry and safe, and she found, to her surprise, that she did not care a rap whether Enoch returned or not. Methodically she settled herself crosslegged on a truss of bracken and began the process of wringing out her shawl and petticoats. She could do nothing with the dress and threw it, together with its cage, into the far corner. It did not occur to her that she had no spare skirt.

When the petticoats were as dry as she could get them she hooked them to protruding twigs in branches supporting the turf roof. Notwithstanding the storm the white glare in the east provided enough light to distinguish outlines even inside the hut that now looked like Mrs. Worrell’s laundry-room on a Monday. The thought made her giggle, the first time she had giggled since her father had told her why the Goldthorpes were coming to supper. But that was already a thousand years ago.

Presently, having eaten the last of the toffees, she pulled both pairs of open-legged drawers over her head and wore them like two short nightdresses, with the free legs hanging like empty sleeves, and this made her giggle again. Then she put on her nightgown and over the gown her mantle, pulling it closely around her, turning up the fur collar and arranging the basket-trunk and her muff as a pillow. Twitch went on snoring and the rain went on drumming. Soon the two sounds fused into a steady rhythm and she slept.
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