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PART ONE


Chapter 1

Monday, 26th August 1839

Nora lived a nightmare as she stood among the dripping carcasses of the butcher’s mart and waited to see if her tactics had worked; all she could do now was hide, as still and as silent as the hanging sides of beef and pork. If she had been right, nothing would happen; but if she had been wrong. … She was surprised at how exciting it was to know that her life really stood in the balance.

The blue man. The man with the blue bandanna. Pat Connally. He was the one who would kill her. They said he kept a golden guinea sewn into the lining of that blue bandanna and he used the weight of it to swing it around your neck and strangle you.

What a fool she had been to try to blackmail Charley Eade! “Charley, you’re keepin’ ten quid a week for your own pocket out of this business. From now on I want two and a half for me!”

Fool! she raged at herself, standing silent and hardly breathing among the gently swaying carcasses. Idiot! Stupid halfwit! Numskull!

Thank God young Tony, Charley’s assistant, had told her in time—even though he hadn’t really meant to. Tony thought the idea of killing her was just a big joke. “See them two men talking to Charley Eade? He’s paying them to kill thee! That one with the blue bandanna, Pat Connally, he’s a killer! He does half the paid-up killings in Manchester, that Pat Connally.” And then with great glee he told her how—the trick with the guinea weight.

As soon as she was convinced that Tony was not just pulling her leg, she turned, picked up her shawl, and walked away. She had to get away from the market; and then she’d have to get away from Manchester. But first the market.

It cost every mite of her courage not to run. She had to walk briskly enough to attract some slight attention. She forced herself to nod, smile, exchange a fleeting word with the porters, clerks, and salesmen who had befriended her these last three weeks—a pretty young girl of eighteen, with a strong body, no family, and a good head for figures, can soon make a long tally of friends, even in so short a time, among market men. She had to lay an easily identifiable trail to the street. And there she had to vanish from Manchester as completely as if a giant hand had plucked her from the earth.

It all depended on how soon Charley Eade woke up to her absence. The nearer she got to the exit, the harder she fought her impulse to run.

But the hardest part was still to come. She reached the outside without being followed. A blear pink dawn suffused the sky away to the east, far off above Rochdale and Oldham. But here, above the city, still stretched the deep purple of the dying night. Away in the distance the cathedral clock struck five. The dark invited her to escape. Surely she could dash now to her lodging, retrieve the money she’d already blackmailed out of Charley Eade—or at least the six pounds that were left after last Saturday’s booze-up—and run! It was so tempting that she almost obeyed the urge.

Dozens of people in her situation would have done so. Six pounds! A year’s wages for a scullery maid. She knew dozens who would have gone back to get it before running. But people like that were the already defeated. Their destiny lay at the bottom of this rat fight. And what put them there and kept them there was the tendency to make such choices. An instinct sharpened by years of struggle upward through that throng warned her off.

If Eade had gone so far as to hire these two to attend to her, he’d not rest if he thought she was near. They’d watch her lodging even after it was re-let. They’d make their way there at once, as soon as they were sure she’d left the market building. There would certainly be no time for her, hampered by her skirts, to return there, make her way upstairs, take out the panel by the door, and scrabble among the earth filling for the thread that led to the little bag with six sovereigns in it—not to do all that and make her escape.

So what they intended as a bait for her she would turn into a lure for them. But first she had to be sure that they had left.

As silent as her shadow, she slipped along the outside wall of the market building, threading her way carefully among the broken crates and chests, the discarded bales, the rotting vegetables, drunks, dead cats, rats, and ordure that gathers around civilized mankind. Then came the dangerous part. Having laid the trail to the outside, she had to get back in—unseen. Once they were convinced she had left, they’d never look inside for her. But it had to be in a part of the market where she was not known: the butchers’ mart. In less than ten seconds she could get from the back exit to a secure place among the carcasses. But if in that time one of them came searching that way, or someone who knew her saw her, it would all be up. That was the risk in her plan.

The nearer she drew to the back exit, the louder the screams grew. They were killing the last of the pigs on the cobbles of the apron around the door. One jerked its death spasms over a great vat of steaming blood. Its predecessor silently endured a dowsing of boiling water. Another, even longer dead, appeared to sigh as its innards tumbled out into a tall barrel. Another, already shaved, hung gleaming and silent, turning this way and that, seeming to shiver in the flaring gaslight, waiting to be carried in. Beside it, deep in the shadows, Nora watched.

The squealing stopped. The last of the pigs was yielding the last of its blood. The raucous voice of the bloodpudding maker’s wife carried on into the silence as she and the pigkiller haggled on—just as they haggled here every morning of the working week. Oblivious to it all, a drunken girl in a faded blue dress wove an erratic course among the vats and the dead and dying pigs. She paid attention to no one; and none—save Nora—attended her. She had passed well out of the circle of light when she fell heavily among some broken tea chests. She did not rise. Nora noted the position; the girl was about her own size and build. Her clothing could be useful.

A porter came and took up the glistening carcass; it hung over his shoulder looking oddly human. Using him as cover, Nora entered the building from which she had so recently escaped.

She grasped the layout with one quick sweep of her eyes. The newly killed pigs were to the right, nearest the door. The porter would head that way. Beyond hung those killed earlier, together with some sides of beef that had already hung a week. At the farther end of this section selling had just begun; a small knot of butchers and cooks surrounded the auctioneer.

The worst moment came when the porter turned aside with his carcass. The sanctuary she sought was only yards away, but there, turning from the crowd near the auctioneer, was one of the killers. She saw his blue bandanna! Or was it? In the bright light she could not be sure. And now it was too late for her to move.

She stood looking at the nearest carcasses as a butcher’s daughter might look, she hoped, and waited for the man to pass. As he drew level she turned casually to face him. A vast relief welled up within her: he was not the man! He had a blue bandanna but he was not the man. More important though, she noticed how he screwed up his eyes and peered toward the doors as if he could only just make them out. Of course! There were three big flares around the auctioneer. Anyone coming from that end would think it pretty dark down here. She, coming in from the outside, had been led into the contrary error. Whoever he might be, the man with the bandanna had not even noticed her.

Fearless now, she slipped among the carcasses and waited for the real pursuer to come by. She was certain he would. They were of the mob and they knew their trade. They’d make a rapid search of the market. Go straight to her lodging. Then, finding her not yet returned, one would stay there while the other came back here for a further search and new instructions. The twenty or so minutes they were away would be the safe time, the only safe time, for her to make good her escape.

Curiously enough, it was only when she stood securely hidden that she felt the usual signs of fear—the racing heart and sinking stomach. Until then she had acted and thought in the coolest of spirits; if she had felt any emotion, it had been a kind of mad joy. To be hunted and to outwit your pursuers was to turn the tables and to become, in a way, a kind of hunter yourself. A hunter-from-in-front. You had the power. You dictated the play. You escaped. They lost you. The true hunter was always the one that did not lose.

Escape! But where? Sam, her younger brother, had gone back to Leeds last year and was now in service there somewhere. He’d always see her settled. But could she find him? In any case, there must be some of her father’s family left in Leeds. That’s where she’d have to go. Certainly there was no point in trying to go back to the mills in Stockport. Eade and his two would trace her back there with no difficulty. In fact, she hoped they would; it would let her get away to Leeds that much more easily.

She came back to her present surroundings with a jolt—and froze. The man with the blue bandanna—the real one this time—was standing not three yards from her. Standing. Not moving. Freakishly his eyes stared straight into hers. He cannot see me, she thought as she fought down the panic that had thrust her heart and lights up into her gullet. It’s much too dark. It’s not possible.

The man bit his lip and turned away to the exit. Nora counted thirty, forcing herself to count slowly, imagining herself walking through treacle and counting one for each footfall. She was so relieved to reach thirty that she almost relaxed her guard and walked out; but that same survivor’s instinct held her back. She edged her face slowly out for a quick peep. It was the saving of her, for the man still stood in the doorway, letting his eyes grow dark-accustomed, looking right and left, giving no sign of leaving.

Soon it became clear that he was waiting; probably the other man was working his way around the outside—the way Nora had crept. And indeed, before long, the other came breathlessly up from the shadows, heading for his companion in the doorway. He shook his head as he walked. At this the bandanna man set off for the main roadway, leaving his companion to follow close on his heels. Neither gave so much as a backward glance at the market building.

A crowd of drovers came out of one of the offices, up beyond the auctioneer; warm with hospitality they made for the door. As soon as they were past, Nora slipped out from among the carcasses and walked as if she were a straggler from their band, just in case one of the pursuers looked back. A drover turned and, seeing her, fell behind a pace or two and grabbed her around the waist. She smiled encouragement and joined the group, to shouts of bawdy approval.

But when they were well out of the light she slipped away and ran off into the darkness. The drover took three or four loud, laughing steps after her but made no genuine effort to follow. When their laughter had faded around the corner, she doubled back and sought for the crates where the girl in the blue dress had fallen. Blue was going to be her lucky colour this morning, after all!

She imagined it would be a matter of moments to get the unconscious girl’s dress off and change it for her own. In fact it took ten gruelling minutes, for nothing is less co-operative than a full-grown adult dead to the world. And all the while the sky was getting paler and the risk of discovery grew.

But she managed in the end. It was a wrench to part with her lovely red worsted dress and the dark brown shawl. And she despised the faded blue cotton thing and single petticoat she was to take in exchange. It hung so slack and straight that her boots peeped out beneath the hem. What was worse, her toes, in their turn, peeped out of the boots. On the brighter side, the borrowed clothes were much freer of vermin than Nora had feared. As a final touch she let down and disarranged the black coils of her well-kept hair.

At last, rising drunkenly from the spot where she had changed, she staggered off into the sooty dawn. When she risked a backward glance, she saw a dog sniff at the bare toes of the unconscious girl. Then it lifted its leg and staled them. The girl’s utter stillness made Nora think of death.

Thoughts of death had not been far away all spring and summer—what with the death of her father and then the terrible, terrible deaths of the two young children. She must shut that out. She could talk about it in company, and even sound quite matter-of-fact; but she must not think about it. Thinking could never bring them back.

Of course, she could not help it.

“Dad!” she whispered at the eastern sky.

And the eastern sky shivered asunder in a sea of hot salt. And she remembered his strong body and his gentle voice. And she remembered how home was always where he was, even when it held no food and he was desperate with the worry. And she remembered the ruin that followed his death and how there was never any more home. And she thought of the mess she had made of everything because he was not there to stop her. And more than anything she wanted someone to whom she could turn and just whisper, “Sorry.” Someone big like him. She wanted to start again.

But when she was out on the Oldham Road, bound off for Leeds, and the sun was up, and the birds sang, and the day promised to be hot, she said to herself that this was a way of starting again. She remembered that her father was in a pauper’s grave in the abandoned cemetery beyond Littleborough.

“I’ll give it a last tending afore I tramp back to Leeds,” she said. And the thought came like a great comfort.


Chapter 2

Walter had almost gained the shade of the tree plantation before he saw Nora. A sweat flushed his back. Drops of it slithered down his spine. He had to rest. She sat on the low stone wall as if carved from it, looking enviably cool in the dappling sun whose contrasts of light and shade had hidden her. She was a labouring girl, big-boned, young, but with a good skin.

“That’s the best employment today,” he said when he was sure of her class.

“I’d like to be the lass ye were thinkin’ of. Ye looked right through me.”

She smiled. Good teeth, too. Quite pretty. She’d be about eighteen.

“Yes,” he said. “My thoughts were … miles away.”

His engineer’s instinct had almost led him to put it into furlongs and chains. He touched the stone wall.

“These stones are hot.”

She stood up. Her long blue dress fell straight from her waist; she must be wearing only a single petticoat.

“Sit here,” she said. “Stones have cooled under me skirt.”

She walked a few steps with no obvious purpose. Her limbs swung easily, as countrywomen’s limbs do—especially those who carry bundles on their heads. She looked steadily at him.

He sat where she had been.

“Oh—cold under your skirts, is it?” he asked.

He carefully hid his lust until a price was set. He turned away from her level grey gaze. Inside he shivered. His heart began to race.

“I didn’t mean that,” she said wearily.

“Need a little warming?” he persisted. Some good clothes and a few months away from the sun and weather would transform her; she’d be a damned handsome girl.

“I’ve a belly needs meat,” she said.

“Ah.”

This was it.

“It’d cost thee. I can’t frig with the likes of thee for naught.”

“Three bob,” he said, looking away at the horizon. “Three and six if ye really please.”

“Five,” she said, “I’m no regular gay girl. I’m not lightly given.”

Prudence and lust fought for him. He ducked to let a bumblebee pass; briefly his eye held a frozen image of it, laden with orange pollen.

He turned to her and thought he saw a kindred longing in her face. It ought to have made him insist on his offer but it had the contrary effect.

“Four and six,” he said. “Five’s all I’ve got and I’ll not be left without coin.”

Now that their bargain was certain, she looked at him more closely, seeking some attraction to make his intimacy less distasteful. Only once before in her life had she been reduced to such desperate measures; and then it had taken six pennyworth of gin to ease the contract.

He was on the tall side. Slender, but wiry, too. There was muscle there if he wanted to use it. He had a long, angular face with a firm chin, chiselled lips, and bright, roving eyes. They were stripping her where she stood. The thought excited her, and she began actually to want him.

Her manner changed at once. She grinned and stretched. He could sense every plane of her flesh beneath that thin blue dress and petticoat. He walked past her and took her wrist, meaning to lead her to the cornfield near by. But she shook free and stood her ground. He turned back. Until this moment her face had stood out, light against the shade of the tree plantation. Now, seen from within that shade, she became a dusty silhouette against the sunstruck hills and trees beyond. Her grey-brown eyes glinted dully a message he could not read; had she been weeping? Then, as she smiled again, her teeth shone like dim gemstones. Now it was she who held forth her hand. He took it.

“We can go in here,” she said.

“Is it not private property?”

She laughed.

“Private enough,” she said. “We’ll get no complaint from its owners. I’ll warrant thee that.”

Even in the heart of the plantation there was no relief from the torrid afternoon.

“Here’s a level place,” he said.

She snorted—was it a laugh?

A stone outcrop, three-quarters covered with turf and weed, promised an adequate bed. Her hobnail boots grated as she turned to loosen her clothes. He rolled his jacket for the small of her back and spread his waistcoat for her head. He turned to face her. Their eyes met. Again he shivered for lust. She, too, was possessed. He was suddenly so absorbed by her that he forgot precisely what to do. For an unreal age they bent down, down, down toward that bed. In that same daze he threw her skirts above her waist.

The sudden hot reek of that unwashed body threw him into a frenzy. He tried to thrust his hands up under her dress, beyond her waist, but the twine was still too tight.

“Wait!” she said, laughing as she fiddled urgently with the knot.

He could not wait. He ripped open his buttons and threw himself over her. She was hot and very smooth. He spent himself at once, almost without joy.

She stopped laughing. She stopped breathing. Her lips went thin with anger.

She looked up at him in venomous disappointment and struck repeatedly at his shoulder. “No,” she kept saying. “No! No …”

He jigged again, clasping her to stop that punching.

“That was only starters, sweet,” he said. “I’ll not stop.” Inwardly he wondered why he bothered.

Her joy was as sudden as her rage, and as natural. Unable to get at her breasts either via her waist or down her tight sleeves, he caressed them through the thin material of her dress, astonished at the voluptuousness of it.

She moaned, beginning her ecstasy. He drove slower, deeper, spinning her out. It was a long, long crescendo that almost brought him to spend again.

Then, the animal gone, he envied her delirium and cursed the body that had spent itself so quickly. It was all so meaningless. Why had he stopped here at all? Now he would be exhausted—and with four more hot miles to walk.

She stirred in terminal exhaustion. He looked at her, eyes shut, smiling to herself, almost pretty. He lay upon the huge bolster of her body, suddenly conscious of the odour and sweat that bathed them both. He rolled off and, with the stench strongly in his nostrils, fell at once into a mindless slumber.

It cannot have lasted long, perhaps not above five minutes. He awoke to disperse the cloud of flies that had settled on him. The girl was still beside him, now sitting up, looking at him with a strangely level gaze. He did up his buttons and sat half facing her. “Why look at me like that?” he asked.

For answer she opened her hand. A sovereign glinted in her palm. “I found yon there.” She pointed where her head, and his waistcoat, had hung back over the stone.

“I’m vexed what’s to be done with it. It can’t be yourn for ye said ye hadn’t but a crown about ye. So …?”

“It must have fallen from my waistcoat pocket,” he said.

“Oh aye.”

“They say wagered money’s soon forgot. And it’s true, for that’s how I won it. I forgot I had it, for it cost me nothing to get.”

The coin gleamed between them still. He looked at her boots; one thin sole had parted from its uppers. The hobs were worn to little metal flecks.

“You keep it,” he said.

Nora let it lie there, as if he had offended her. “I must’ve pleased,” she said.

Was she joking?

“Don’t joke, girl … what’s your name?”

“Me what?”

“Name. Your name?”

“Oh! Molly. They call us Molly,” she lied.

“Well, listen, Molly, you turned a very common, brutish act into …” How could he put it to her? “… a glimpse of paradise.”

“Oh aye,” she giggled.

“So don’t spoil it.”

“Right, master. To be sure, master.” She reacted facetiously to his tone of command.

“Didn’t it take you that way at all?” he asked.

“I never knew it any other way,” she said simply.

“By the by,” he said, “I’m Walter.” He always liked them to think of him as himself.

She nodded, her thoughts elsewhere.

Still the coin shone between them.

“For God’s sake, pick it up,” he said. “It lies there like an accusation.”

She stared at it sullenly. “The way ye gives it us makes us feel cheaper than what we settled on first.”

“You have sensibilities above your station,” he sneered. “Look at your boots. Ye could get a new pair and a good meal for that.”

At last she picked it up, but without urgency, as if it had been a dead leaf. “Aye. Well,” she said, “I’m bound for Leeds, so I can’t say nay.”

Then there was an extraordinary optical illusion: where the coin had lain was a crisply carved, old-fashioned letter E. He had to twist his head to be sure the carving was real.

“Someone’s cut his name here,” he said.

It was her turn to look puzzled. “Well, that’s not strange,” she said.

“A letter ‘E.’ L—Y—E … lyes … in—ter. … Ye gods! ‘Here lyes interred’ … It’s someone’s grave. Nicholas Everett’s grave.”

“I thought ye knew. It’s the old churchyard.”

“No. Ye gods! I thought it was a grove. A plantation. We’ve desecrated a grave. Hundreds of graves. How could I not have seen!”

He knew well enough why he had failed to notice.

“Eeee,” she said. “One minute thou art glimpsing paradise. Next minute it’s desecration!”

She lay down again, totally relaxed. Sunlight dappled a pattern of blunted lace across her.

“Thank the gods I didn’t know. What were you doing out here?”

“Tending our dad’s grave. He were the last to be interred here. I thought as I’d give it a last tending afore I tramped back.” She did not open her eyes.

“Is he long dead?”

“Four month.” She wondered why she lied; he had died before last Christmas.

“A great loss. A grievous loss.”

She looked old suddenly. The hand in her pocket turned the sovereign over and over. She opened her eyes and stared unseeing at the pale green canopy that shimmered above. When she spoke it was in a glum, low register, with a voice no longer feminine.

“Aye. He were more than a father to us. Me mam died of birth fever when I were fourteen. He frigged with us then, while he lived. Mebbe that’s why me mind were on it when ye stopped by.”

Walter hardly breathed. He knew then that she had spoken the truth when she had said she was not “lightly given.” She was a rank novice. Everyone knew that the poor had their own disgusting ways. The things he’d seen among the navvies—even beasts would die of shame. But when their girls wanted to earn a shilling or two by catering for people of taste and quality, they soon learned what to hide and what to show. This Molly creature hadn’t even taken her first lesson. He cursed himself for giving her a pound; that fatal detumescent generosity of his. He felt defiled.

“I’m saying why thou had me that easy,” she added.

She thought again of her father. Poor, lonely man, failing slowly at everything he tried—except at loving them, all five of them, crammed in that wretched one room. What could this fine gentleman, who could afford to wager whole sovereigns, and who had only to show the glint of gold to get anything he wanted … what could he possibly …?

She had to stop thinking like that. Always thinking of her father. It did no good.

“But … your own father!” he said.

“Aye. And a good father. Nay, lad—ye knows nothing, your sort. He worked hisself into yon grave. Fendin’ for us. Me and the family.”

“How many were you?” Walter steered her from the subject.

“Five.”

“And now? Where are you all now?”

“The bairns is dead. One died of rats. With rat bites, ye know. Me brother went into service in Leeds last October. And me other brother’s transported.”

“What for?”

“Forming a trade union, a ‘combination.’ Administering an illegal oath. Damn fool!”

“What did the other one die of? The other … bairn?”

Her lips tightened.

“Well,” he said, “no business of mine, I suppose.” He began to arrange his clothing.

“I couldn’t help it,” she said, now looking at him. “I had to go out. To earn. I had to get to market. Weren’t no fault of mine there weren’t no door to the hovel. Coroner said that. The hovel weren’t no more nor a pigpen itself.”

“I see,” he said. “He strayed.”

“She. Aye, she strayed. Right into the jaws of Tom o’ Jones’s boar as weren’t penned. There were naught left but one arm to bury.”

“Dear God!” he said. “Ye gods.”

Still the thought of this girl and her father seethed within him. “But … you and your father! Weren’t you afraid of conceiving? Didn’t you get with child?”

She took his tone as a challenge. Her lip curled in scorn. “Child! There was none come to term. They was nothing but little kittens. Meagre wrecklings born dead and soon cold. And sooner forgotten. I tell thee—thou hasn’t lived, thy sort.”

He could not tell if she was sad or past all anger. He said nothing, though his eyes were fixed upon her face. What terrible revelations! What a terrible existence they hinted at! He wondered at the force that drove such people to survive. The thought struck him: Perhaps even now a new life, half his, was kindling in her—to be born, to survive plague and disease, to worm its way up through the gauntlet of human cruelty and indifference, to eat its meagre fill, to get drunk, to frig, beget, and die. The futility of human existence was encompassed within the few cubic yards of air, earth, and flesh immediately around him—even the vanity of the half-deciphered legend in the stone. What a farce!

He stood up. “I have work to finish,” he said. “Keep the sovereign. Get some better boots.”

She smiled but did not rise. Only half her mind was on him. She swished her skirts above her ankle and grinned wryly at her boots. Renewed lust faintly stirred him.

“If you’re making for Leeds,” he said, “you’ll want the canal. That’s the easiest way over to Todmorden.”

She smiled indulgently, unfurling his waistcoat and dusting it before she passed it to him. He liked seeing her hands moving over the cloth. The next female hands to do that, he realized, would be Arabella’s. He tried to feel ashamed of this conjunction of thoughts.

“Aye. Mebbe they’d say nothing to thee. But they put dogs on us at Oldham Cut. Towpath’s private property, ye see. I’ll take the packhorse trail. That’s the best road.”

“Oh, they’d chase me off, too, Molly. Canal folk have no love of railroad men. You’d best hurry. There’s thieves up on top there.”

“Thieves!” Now her scorn was frank. “What’ve I got that—” And then she remembered her sovereign. “Oh aye!” It was a very young girl who bit her lip with such exaggeration and grinned up at him.

“I said, didn’t I—soon forgot!”

“Eeeee!” She stood up, dusting herself off with those same firm hands.

“If you want to stop this side till morning, there’s a navvy gang you’d find shelter with …”

“Navvies! I’d as soon sup with the devil.”

“Ah,” he told her, “this one’s different. They sleep under a roof. No rowdies. Between one randy and the next, they’re churchwardens. Ask for Lord John. That’s what they call him. Say Gaffer Thornton sent you.”


Chapter 3

The afternoon was almost done by the time Nora reached the cutting for Summit Tunnel. This part of the line, east of Littleborough, was not yet open, though it ran as far as the drift for the tunnel; only supplies and company men used the track. And Nora.

As she strode in her shoddy boots along the new roadbed, she sang aloud, “I walked by the brook, I walked by the mill …” From time to time her mind’s eye roved back over the sullied land behind her—the flats that ran far into Cheshire, beyond where she had ever been. Dimly she remembered when she, a girl of ten, had come this way from Leeds with her father. Eight years ago. The number of factory chimneys must have doubled since then, or trebled. Ahead the hills and dales were an even dimmer memory. But somewhere among them was Leeds. Home. Her memory of that was an unfinished patchwork, parts blank, parts filled in minutest detail. The cottage, the clacking loom, the smell of wet wool, their own green field in Hunslet with its ragged edge on dirty little Dow Beck, just before the river Aire swallowed it. There were railways there now, people said. She wouldn’t know the place. But she would; of that she was sure.

“Can ye tell us where Lord John’s at work?” she asked a labourer at the foot of the cutting.

“Aye, luv. Who sent thee?”

“Gaffer called Thornton.”

“Him what’s engineer up at Summit?”

“Mebbe.”

“Oh ah. He told thee to ask for Big Lord John, then? Gaffer Thornton?”

He seemed to have no purpose in persisting so. She wearied of him.

“Aye. He told us.”

The man began to move away. “He’s just round the cutting there,” he said as he walked. Then he stopped. “He’s working the first drift of Summit Tunnel. But ye must wait till he comes out. They’ll stand no wench in a drift. No wench underground, ye see.”

“Aye. I can wait for him.”

Before the tunnel’s mouth she climbed a ladder up the side of the cutting, ten feet or so, to reach the sun. There she sat astraddle a rock and waited.

From deep in the tunnel came the clang of iron on iron, well muted by distance. Heralded by a long swelling rumble, a horse emerged at the trot, pulling a line of tubs laden with millstone muck from the driftway. The noise almost masked a deeper and more distant roar, like a far-off thunderclash.

Even before the navvy with the horse stopped, Nora knew that something about the second noise was wrong. It had been too loud and too long. On the far side of the cutting two others, sorting some shuttering for the masons, also stopped. All three listened to the silence. Then they ran to the tunnel entrance. The two sorters sprinted straight into the dark. The horseman put fingers in his mouth and blew an urgent, piercing whistle. A blacksmith and his attendants, down near the mouth of the cutting, stopped and took up the whistle until a gang setting out a stone wall to the south of the track, even farther away, dropped their work and came running. At the same time another gang sprinted down from the first shaft up on the moor. The urgency of it thrilled Nora and she stood up to gain a better view of the tunnel mouth.

The navvy who had deserted the horse now reappeared, this time with a boy beside him. Both ran to the tubs and tipped them straight out onto the track. For the first time the horse looked around, surprised at this break in routine.

Hard behind them came a giant of a man, the ganger. It could only be Lord John. He was naked to the waist and plastered with rock dust, so that he moved and stood like a stone carving brought to life. His skin showed bare only around his eyes and on his brow and along the forearms that had wiped them. He halted, blinking at the lowering sun before he turned east, toward the moor.

“You! Slen!” he called to a navvy running down from the top.

“Aye?” The other halted.

“Where’s Gaffer?”

“Over Rough Stones, or Todmorden. He’ll not be back until morning.”

“Then go get him. Tell him there’s a fall of five hundred ton or more at the west driftway.”

“Right. Any dead?”

“Pengilly trapped.”

The man called Slen turned and ran, a long, loping stride he could sustain for hours. The horseman and the lad rehitched the horse to the up-line end of the tubs and started for the dark of the tunnel. Lord John searched both banks of the cutting with eyes just grown used to the light. He saw Nora.

“Wench,” he called.

“Aye?”

“Can ye run? Are ye crippled?”

“I can run.”

“Then up to the top of the cutting ye go. There’s a farm there, a furlong distant.” Nora was already scrambling toward the top. He lifted his voice to follow her. “Beg as many wet sacks as ye can run with. Don’t load thyself down.”

“I’ll not be gone long.” Already she was at the top.

“Farmer’s a sour crab. Tell’m there’s men dead and men a-dying and we need sacks to cover the gunpowder.”

She kicked off her boots and pounded barefoot along the cattle track to the farm. It led among great banks of spoil, twisting, turning, denying her any distant view. What she at first took to be a farm proved to be an almost completed chapel—a small, eight-windowed building with Wesleyan Providence 1839 carved in plain script over the door head. Of masons or other workmen there was no sign. She turned to the field opposite and at once saw the farmer. He stood with his back to her but glanced about at the sound of her approach. He scanned her quickly up and down, from bare feet to dirty bonnet, before he turned back to his oats.

“Are you the master?” she asked, gasping for breath.

“And if I am?” He did not turn but reached a scrawny brown arm for more ears of ripening oat.

“Pray ye, sir, there’s trouble in the tunnel. They’re afraid the gunpowder’s going off and can they have some wet sacks?”

He pulled the oat ears and tumbled their seed into his left palm. “They can blow themselves to Kingdom Come and to hell, see if I care! And thee’s trespassing,” was all he said.

“But sir! There’s men a-dying.”

Ponderously he lifted the seed to his nose and sniffed. “All of ’em, I hope. Men! They’re bloody vermin. I hate ’em.”

“But they want aid!” Nora was shocked at his callousness.

“They shoulda thought of that on their last drunken randy—when they tore down my hedges and fired the poultry run.”

“Ah, well,” said Nora, searching for a different argument. “It isn’t just the men, see. If that powder was to blow, it’d take half the hillside with it. This land of thine and all.”

The man threw back his head and laughed, scattering the oats to the wind. “Oh ah! What they got buried then? Liverpool Arsenal? Enough powder to blow the hillside! Thou art talking to a Waterloo gunner, lass.”

“Ye’ll not help then?” Still she could not believe it.

He turned to her and spoke in a different tone. “I’ll help thee. Pretty young wench likes of thee shouldn’t lack for help.”

That was when she saw the crucifix around his neck. Without thought she spoke. “I’ll tell the priest on thee.” And she made to leave.

“Yer what?” His voice told her she’d struck home.

“I said I’ll tell the priest ye left men dyin’ when I asked ye for help.”

He paused long enough to see that she meant it. “Ye’d best take three or four. Up in the yard. Ask for Tom. Tell’m what ye want.”

She was running before he had finished. Mawrode Farm said a notice on the gate, decorated at each end with a crucifix. Tom, old and spiritless, took her to a rat-infested shed built against a big cow barn. She snatched the top three sacks off the pile and turned—only to face the farmer, blocking the door. He grabbed them from her and held them for inspection, one by one. Two, almost whole, he threw back on the pile. The third, well rat-tattered, he gave back to her.

“Two more like this, Tom,” he instructed.

Exasperated at his slowness, she joined the old man in his search. Dust of hemp, dried mud, and rat dung danced in the air. The papist farmer’s hands circled her waist.

“Piss off,” she said, hammering down on his left wrist. He laughed.

She and the old man found two more tattered sacks simultaneously. She snatched them and ran, rolling them about the one she already had. At the gate she paused only to soak them at a stone trough half filled with hot green water. Living things in it nudged her fingers.

Tom, without a glance at her, returned to scraping the yard with his wooden shovel. The farmer watched her all the way out of sight.

Soaked from bosom to ankle with sticky water squeezed from the rotting sacks, she slithered and slipped down the bank to the rock of the cutting wall, where the makeshift ladder led down to the track bed. As she reached the permanent way the horseman and tubbing came clattering out, laden again.

“He sent us for wet sacks,” she said, hoping the man would take them.

“Take ’em in.” He nodded at the tunnel. “Fire’s out but they might still want it.”

“Me! In there!”

He began to tip the first tub. “I can’t,” he said. “Don’t linger. ’Tis bad luck, a wench in a drift. Stop where the rail stops.”

Unwilling, she set off into the gloom. In a curious way it grew light ahead of her as she walked, so that pitch black had turned paler by the time she reached it. A dusty, mineral smell grew stronger as she followed the long left-hand curve. Soon the wide brick vault of the mouth gave way to the cramped tunnel of the drift itself. Here she caught the first sounds of iron shovels scraping on the rock. It was feverish, with none of that measured rhythm of navvies on a twelve-hour stint.

The warm sacking grew dank and chill in the gloom. The best place to walk was on the continuous course of stone beneath the rails. She was surprised that light still filtered this deep into the tunnel, for the entrance was long out of sight around the curve. The frenzied shovelling was now close at hand, so close that she wondered whether or not they were at work in the dark. The dust caught at her throat and made her cough. There was also a reek of wet, charred wood.

She was almost at the fall before she saw the candles. The swirl of the dust brought them into and out of visibility. She could not see the men she heard so clearly; but from time to time a black shape darted between the lights and her.

“Eyoop!”

Lord John stepped toward her from the dark. He held a shaded oil lamp where its light fell upon her.

“I’ve gotten them sacks,” she shouted over the din.

“Grand,” he called. “Feel before thee with thy foot.”

She slid her foot along the rail. It came up hard against a low wall of stone.

“End of the line,” he said. “Stop there.”

She edged to one side, to find the debris-littered rock of the tunnel floor. Now her eyes began to make out faint detail. Her tongue had grown claggy with dust, and the grit crunched between her teeth. She could see that most of the men were working at one part of the fall, for they were in a kind of cavern, much larger than the driftway she had come in by.

Suddenly amid the broken shuttering and the tumbled rock she saw an arm, then part of a naked body. Both were the same greyish ochre as the rock. It moved. She gave a little cry. Two of the men stopped their digging and stared in her direction.

By chance the injured man rolled over. Blood was running from his nose. He moaned. One of the men staring at her returned to the task of digging him out. The other began to walk toward her.

Lord John tugged at the sacks. “Over here,” he said.

“Who let a bloody wench in this drift?” the approaching navvy asked.

Lord John, ignoring him, held forth a guiding hand. “Can ye see, lass?” he asked.

“Fookin’ wench. No right in a drift.”

“You—Visick!” Lord John spoke without looking at him. “There’s Pengilly there trapped. So less of thy bloody gassing.”

“’Tis ill luck.” He hunched his shoulders and lurched forward.

Still Lord John ignored him. “We’ve had today’s ill luck, see thee. Get Pengilly out afore he croaks.” He turned as he led Nora to the opposite end of the cavern and added as a slight placation: “She stopped afore the line.”

Visick argued no further.

“There’s only three,” Nora said, wondering now if it was any use at all. “He were tight as a packhorse girth, yon farmer.”

“Three’ll do. Lay ’em over them barrels. That’s gunpowder in them barrels.”

“Eee,” she said. The thought of that vast power so close by was daunting. Her eyes were now well adapted to the dark and she could make out fine detail—not where she was looking but all around. She could see a pile of burned shuttering, now a sodden mass of wet charcoal, perilously near the explosive. Lord John arranged the sacks.

“So,” he said. “Safe! Aye—ye’d best steam back out sharp like. There’d be trouble if ye stayed. Wait for us by …”

“Trouble now,” Nora interrupted.

Visick had come up to them again. “If she stops, we’re out. Down fookin’ tools and out.”

“She’s already going, ye ignorant friggin’ fugitive. Lass!”

She turned. “Aye?”

“See thee by the tunnel mouth. Not be long until we’re done here.”

“Mebbe.”

Unseen by her he smiled at the suggestion that she might not wait.


Chapter 4

The sun was well down by the time they emerged. As daylight and fresh air hit them, they hacked and coughed and spat the grit from their throats. Lord John was among the last to come out, leading the stretcher party. Dust shrouded the unconscious man, unstained by fresh bleeding.

Now that John stood close by her in daylight, he seemed unreal. She knew she was tall for a girl, but he towered at least a foot above her. And his body was like a tree trunk. Such men, she thought, had vanished with her infancy. She wondered what he really looked like under all that dust. “Eee, sorry lass!” he said. “It took a blue month.” He cleared his throat and spat a shimmering gobbet high into the evening sunlight. “Eh! Yer chest gets fair closed up with dust. What’s yer name?” His eyes appraised her; she could tell he fancied what he saw.

“What do ye mean?”

“What do they call thee?”

“Oh. Nora. Nora Telling. Thou art Lord John, I know. Why’d they call thee Lord?”

He heard the tremble in her voice. “Thou art diddering with cold! Soaked to the buff. I should’ve known. Should’ve thought. Breeze can be grim if thou art wet.”

They walked again when the stretcher party had gone by.

“Aye,” she said. “It’s what they call a Robin Hood breeze. It were warm before the sun went behind yon bank.”

“Cutting!” he corrected her. “Not bank. We did that. None of nature’s work. Well—thou come along of us and dry. I daresay a good helping of beef’ll warm thee, eh?”

“Beef!” For her it was a distant memory.

“Aye. When’d thou last eat?”

“I had a shive of bread and a latherick of bacon yesterday noon.”

“Well—thou art with navvyin’ folk now. Thou’ll get a bite to eat, and warmth. And beer. And company. And a shakedown.”

He walked tall, with a patrician confidence. No man’s my master, was his air. Just to be beside him was a kind of warmth; and though she had eaten so little, she felt a new vigour as she matched him stride for stride.

It was exciting, too, to walk among these men. They were like an army of prizefighters, well fed, well boozed, and fearless. With their sinews of iron they had punched that great hole in the mountain behind. Then she remembered the one who had complained at her being in the drift.

“Won’t they mind?” she asked.

As he wondered what she meant his eyes roved without stealth over the wet clothes that clung to her. “Mind?”

The apathy in his voice and the frankness of his inspection warmed her. She liked the thought that this man wanted her. That hasty scrabble back in the graveyard with what-they-call-him had, she now realized, done nothing for her. She shivered with pleasure at the notion of passing the night with this Lord John.

“Him yonder.” She nodded at Visick.

“Oh—him what threatened blue murder in the drift! Nay! There’s fifteen men here mebbe owe thee their lives this night. They’ll not mind. Where’s yer boots?”

“I kicked ’em off up on the brow. Got shut on ’em. They was done.”

“Mebbe his’ll fit thee.” He nodded toward the stretcher. “Them Cornishmen is all little.”

“Is he dead?” she asked.

“Nay. Lost a leg. Dead drunk, that’s all. That’s what kept us that long. Couldn’t find his leg. There’s two men still looking. Mebbe his boots’ll fit thee. If they find it. It’ll be a week or two until he needs boots, I fancy.”

“Poor bugger,” she said. “All that blood.”

“They got more blood than what we have. Cornishmen. All that fish. Ever see a fisherman from Hull bleed?”

She hadn’t.

“They got a lot of blood and all. Same thing. I sent for a surgeon. If he’ll come.”

They were almost clear of the cutting now. The gangs were thinning out as men in ones and twos stopped off at makeshift homes beside the line. Some were rough shelters of heaped boughs and tarpaulin; some were stouter huts of dry stone and turf. A few navvies had made pitched roofs of rot-proofed ties burrowed from the pile at the mouth of the cutting. In the now-breezeless evening greenstick smoke rose from a dozen fires. Women stood alone by their hovels, or in subdued groups, watching the stretcher party go by. Even the children were momentarily hushed. Only the babies cried on, heedless. She smelled meat—beef, mutton, boiling bones. Her flesh suddenly craved and she weakened at the knees.

John spoke again. “How did thou badger yon sacks from him up there? Yon farmer? Tight as a nun’s arse, he is.”

“Aye!” she agreed. Already it seemed an age ago. “He weren’t going to give us aught. I told him the land would blow up under him, but he just laughed.”

John laughed too. “Aye, thou were fetchin’ it far there.”

“Then I saw as he had a cross round his neck, so I thought as he might be a papist. Cross on a chain, it were. So I told him I’d go and tell his priest about him leaving men to die as was in peril of their lives and asking help. So then he give us the sacks. Even then he sought through forty to pick out the worst—them as was all rotten and torn.”

John stopped and stared at her, as if he searched for something caught in her eyes. “Thou said that to him!”

“What?”

“About goin’ to a priest?”

“Aye. Why? I’d have gone and all.”

“Well—thou art a girl of real calibre, Nora.”

The way he said it made her proud. Her father had always said of his loom that it was “of real calibre.” But, because it might appear that she was putting on airs to admit to such understanding, she said: “Oh aye. We used to have one of them but me sister went and broke it.”

He ignored this deviation: “I take off my hat. There’s not many now with such spirit. Talking to a gaffer like that.”

“Gaffer?” She had never thought of the farmer as a gaffer. “He were nothing but an ill-thriven farmer. Ignorant as thee and me. I’ve spoken to thy gaffer, though.”

“Mine?”

“Aye—Mr. Walter Thornton. He put me on to this working of thine.”

John laughed. “Thornton! He’s no gaffer of mine. Railway engineer. Company servant. I’ll tell thee, Nora …” He paused.

“What?”

Whatever he had been going to add he thought better of it. “It will keep,” was all he said. “Wait till we’ve supped.”

The horse, eager for oats, passed them. Each foot unerringly found a tie. The navvy sat slouched on its shoulders; together they formed a single deep-blue shape against the orange of the setting sun. For a while after it passed, she and John had to swish away a swarm of midges.

“See yon shanty?” He nodded toward a stoutly boarded timber hut with four glazed windows and an iron chimney. “Mine. Big Lord John’s Palace. As they call it.”

“Nay!” she said. “I thought navvies lay rough.”

A breathless youth, barefoot, ran up behind them.

John turned and stopped. “Aye, lad?”

“I …” he gasped.

“Get thy breath. Thou’s been to the surgeon?”

“Aye … and he’ll not come … he asked if it were … navvies … and he’ll not come.”

“Thou said it were Lord John’s gang?”

“Aye. He said he’d not come, not if it was Lord Melbourne’s gang.”

John looked coldly at the distant hills, as if seeking a safe path through them. “I shoulda sent thee, Nora.”

“I’ll go now if thou wish it.” His confidence filled her with assurance. For a moment she felt she could, indeed, talk the surgeon round.

He laughed as he turned to her. Not in mockery. More in admiration. It made her want to help him even more, and she understood the effortless command he had over all these other huge and dangerous men.

“Nay,” he said, implying thanks. He was serious again. “I’ll do what I can. As well as any bloody surgeon.” Then he added enigmatically: “This is what must change, lass. One day. It’s wrong.”

A distant shout behind them made them turn. Two navvies were running out of the cutting, one of them bearing something aloft. Folk streamed from huts and hovels to cheer them from the edge of the permanent way. There was a good deal of laughter, too.

“Pengilly’s leg,” said the lad.

When the two runners drew level, the one bearing the leg—part of a calf and a booted foot—threw it at the gang around the stretcher. There it was neatly caught and passed from hand to hand until one of them laid it, almost tenderly, beside the still unconscious Pengilly.

Their callousness disgusted Nora—but not absolutely; something in her was eager to share their high-spirited contempt for danger, mutilation, and death.

“That’ll cheer him when he wakes,” John said. “They’ll have a mock funeral tonight. Any excuse for a booze-up.” He began to walk again. “See what I can do. Nora—in yon palace there ye’ll find an old woman name of Meg. Tell her Lord John sent thee. Lad’ll go with thee. Tell her she’s to give him me cautering irons and spirit stove. The lad knows. And tell her thou art to have me best overcoat while thy rags are off to dry.”

She and the lad made for the hut.

“One thing,” he called after her. “Thou’s got thy pair of boots now!”


Chapter 5

She gorged herself that suppertime, putting down almost as much beef and ale as Lord John. A corner of the shanty was partitioned off, by rough wooden lockers on the one side and heavy curtains on the other. Outside, the furniture was all crates and packing cases; it lasted as long as someone’s casual drunkenness permitted. The men and their women slept in hammocks or on straw mattresses. But inside Lord John’s area was real furniture: a bed, all of four feet wide, with a hair mattress and blankets; a scrubbed table; two stout chairs; two pewter candlesticks not yet lighted; and an oak chest, smaller than the nautical kind but, like it, bound in brass and with a lock. She felt privileged to be sitting and eating in there with him.

Washed and changed he looked almost a gentleman. He certainly behaved like one—helping her into her seat, making the old woman serve her first, and things like that. And he took such an interest in her, too. Whatever she said he found some way of turning into another question—about her, her family, her life. And though she knew it was all just a way of passing the time until he took her over to the bed, it was kind and good of him to make her feel so interesting. Yet, funnily enough, he said almost nothing about himself; there weren’t many men like that.

He held up the ale jug. “Shall I pour more ale?”

“Nay!” She put a hand over her mug. “I’ve supped plenty. And I’ve eaten till I’m nigh burst. Eee—I’ve not had beef since …” She could not remember.

“When?” he prompted.

“Since circuit preacher come to sup,” she said, not certain it was true. “One Sunday, backend of last year.”

“When thy father were still alive.”

“Aye. Just afore he died.”

“And ye had beef in plenty afore that?” He suddenly noticed that his hand still held aloft the jug; he poured himself a bare pint, what they call a woolsorter.

“Nay,” she said. “Me dad were a handloom weaver. If we’d not had five acres we’d have starved long since. Even then it were catcollop and chimpins mainly.”

“Have ye—” he interrupted.

But she was already speaking on: “If we ate flesh at all … have I what?”

“Nay. Go on.” He downed most of the ale.

“I said if we ate flesh at all, it were pig.”

She brushed some hair from her forehead; he thought she was mopping her brow. “It’s hot in here,” he said. “What say we go out for a stroll on them banks?”

She wondered why, with a good bed and a thick curtain, he’d want to go out and frig among the grass and rabbit dung. “Aye,” she said, standing up and easing the twine that girthed her waist. “It were right grand last night, with the moon out and all. It were that big and red.”

“Oh aye,” he said, smiling a pretended innocence. “Ye like it big and red, do ye?”

She giggled and dug him with her elbow. Then she realized they had not said grace. “Hold fast.”

She did not bow her head but turned it up to an imaginary sky. “Thank thee, Lord, for what we’ve gotten. If more we’d had, more we’d eaten. Amen.”

“Amen,” he said and parted the curtain for her.

Ironic cheers greeted them. The navvy who had been playing a jig on his concertina broke at once into “The Yorkshire Ram.” They were still roaring out its chorus as John and Nora stepped outside.

“They’re not like navvies,” she said.

“That they are not. They’re Stevenson’s lads—my lads.” He spoke with unaffected pride as he led the way across the line to the banks beyond. “Have ye still got the land?”

“Nay,” she said. “Sold it. To pay the lawyer for defending me brother when he got took for swearing a combination. Bugger got his hands on the title deeds and pled me brother guilty. There weren’t naught as I could do.” She spoke as poor folk speak of floods and famines and other acts of God.

“What’ve ye done since?”

“Looked after the bairns until they died. Worked in the mills down Stockport, then in the markets in Manchester. I’ve just done gathering …”

“Markets! What did ye do there?” His interest was more than merely polite.

“Figurework,” she said proudly. “I like figurework. And I’ve gotten the head for it. Up to Cocker, as they say.”

“Oh? What made thee leave?”

“Gaffer there. He were on the swindle. He thought I’d be too soft to see it.” She snorted. “Ill-thriven fool! I saw it first day! He were keeping ten quid a week off takings of hundred ’n fifty. I don’t see why he’s not caught. Unless they’re all at it down there.”

“Seven percent!” he marvelled.

“Six and two-thirds,” she corrected automatically.

He laughed. “And then he found out thou knowed?”

Now she was scornful: “Found out! I bloody told him. I said I’d want two ten and he could keep seven ten.”

“Ye what!” He was taken aback.

“I did. I thought it were generous.”

“Ye don’t lack for stomach, Nora, but, eee, ye want teaching!”

“Mebbe,” she conceded. “He paid us three weeks. Then one of the lads tipped us that gaffer were arrangin’ for us to get killed. He’s that mean, see thou, copper and gold give him cramp in the hand.”

John laughed. “I don’t blame him! So—here ye be.”

They had reached the highest of the banks. A bright silver moon picked out the land as clear as day, though it was still dark enough to show the gleam of factory windows in Littleborough and Rochdale and even in distant Manchester. Nora thought briefly of the days she had ached and sweated among the looms, inhaling the cotton lint until each breath was a struggle. Of the thousands of women and children now so placed she thought not at all.

“There’s no night left,” John said. “Not from Manchester to Leeds. Even on the darkest ye can always see them things glimmerin’.” He nodded at the factories.

“Aye,” she said. “I thought as I’d tramp back to Leeds afore winter falls.”

He sniffed. “What did’st do with the seven guineas thou got in the market?”

“Thou art asking a lot.” She wished she could see his face more clearly.

“Not in idleness, Nora. I have a purpose.”

“Why do they call thee Lord John?”

Laughing he threw himself upon a bank and patted the grass beside him.

“It were Lord Muck once. I worked a twelve-set on me own. For a bet, see.”

“What’s a twelve-set?”

“I filled twelve tubs of muck. Twenty-seven yards. Cubic yards. Say thirty-four tons of muck.” He sought for terms she could grasp. “Pair of good men in a twelve-hour’ll do fourteen tubs. I done twelve on me own. So they called us Lord Muck. Every navvy’s gotten his name. There’s none goes by his given name.”

“Why not?”

He spoke for effect: “We’re breakin’ ground that none has opened since the world and time began. There’s spirits there undisturbed. They’d have us if they knew our given names.”

“Oh aye.” She did not think him serious.

“That’s what the lads say, anyway. For meself I’d say there’s bodies above ground and all, some way more solid than spirits, as would grab us if they knew our given names!”

“Ah,” she said with more conviction.

“I can talk like a lord, if I’m minded to,” he said.

“Go on then.”

He crossed arms behind his head, closed his eyes, and recited: “It is with most agonized heart and mind I presume to address these few lines to your lordship’s notice, whom I have had the honour of knowing by sight these many years …”

Her giggles rose to a crescendo, drowning his plea. “Know what thou sounds like?”

“A begging letter,” he said. “I once made a good screw”—he dropped back into his affected speech—“a tolerable living, a tolerable living, harkee, writing begging letters.”

“Eee! Give over! Begging letters! I know what thou sounds like.”

“What then?”

“Church of England! Church of England sounds just like thee.”

The thought delighted him. “Very good! I’ll wager thou could talk just the same if thou wanted.”

“Me? Nay. That I could not.”

“Go on!”

“Nay, I shan’t.”

“Say ‘five.’”

“Ffff—” she began. “Nay!”

“Go on.”

“Thou say it again.”

“F i v e,” he said deliberately.

“F i v e,” she mimicked perfectly.

“Bloody marvellous!” he said, genuinely astonished.

She giggled. She knew she could talk like Manchester or Stockport well enough to gull the folk there; but she had never tried to talk like a nob.

“Say it again,” he urged.

“Five,” she said, not quite so perfectly when she lacked his model to copy.

“Say ‘thousand,’” he continued.

“Thousand.” Again it was perfect. She giggled, again in surprise at herself.

“Thou’ll do.” He was completely serious. “Thou art gifted, lass. Thou has gifts thou never dreamed on.”

“Nay, don’t mock,” she said, misjudging his tone in the dark. “Anyway, what’re thou so quick to know about us for then?” And when he did not answer at once, she prompted, “Thou said thou had reasons.”

“I know,” he said, still pondering. “All right. I’ll tell thee. The fall in the drift, in the tunnel today …”

“Aye?”

“That little accident is going to domino our contractor, Mr. Skelm. It’s the beggar’s staff for him now, see thee.”

“Nay.” She was horrified.

“Failed brickie. Failed builder. And now failed navigation contractor. Or railroad contractor. He’ll be sold up—dish, pan, and doubler.”

She could not understand his relish. “But won’t ye all be out of work? If the contractor’s dished up?” He chuckled but did not at once speak. “What’ll ye do?” she prompted.

“Skelm’s in debt to these gangs two hundred ’n fifty pound, give or take. I’ll tell thee what I’ll do. I’m going to pay his debt for him. That’s what.”

“Hoooo! Lord John Muck! Why—it’s only two hundred ’n fifty!”

He did not respond to her banter. “Oh—I’ve gotten it.”

“Where,” she said, deliberately overeager. She began to search through the pockets of his coat, which she was still wearing.

“Ye’ll not find it there. Give over! Anyway—aren’t thy own rags dry yet? Nay—give over.” His voice was edged with anger but she did not notice.

Her search produced a small silver box. It gleamed in the moonlight as she held it for him to snatch. He did not take the bait. “That’s mine and all. Give over, I say!”

She sniffed it. “Snuff. And silver, too.” She ran a fingernail across the lid. “What’s that? All them squiggles?”

“Put it back, please,” he said, still not joining her game.

“Duke of Bridgewater’s agent had one of them.”

“Back, please!”

She yielded, no longer seeking to taunt him. “He were our landlord down Stockport,” she said as she put the snuffbox back in his pocket.

“I’ll buy out Skelm’s debt on condition he assigns me the contract to finish Summit Tunnel.”

At last she realized he was perfectly serious. “What’s that worth?” she asked, eager to make up for her disbelief.

“To him? Bloody millstone round his neck. To me and my lads? Five more months for the drift, a year after that for the tunnel. To me meself? Profit on … hundred thousand pound? Belike more.” She drew in her breath sharply. “Aye! Food for thought, lass. Food for thought.”

“He’ll never do it. Will he?”

“He’s going to have to. See thee, he’s not been entirely honest—and I’m not entirely ignorant of that fact. Nor am I unwilling to use it. Anyway—the reason I was asking thee all that was … I mean, when ye said ye could do figurework …”

“I can,” she said. “I know ye’d not think it, to look at us. But me dad taught us. Them five acres—I sold all the produce off of them in the market. When I were so high.”

“Everything?”

“Money. And bargaining—I’d badger anyone down, or up, as I wanted. That’s why Charley Eade took us on in Manchester. He said he’d never seen a body figure as quick as I could.”

“What’s seven percent of sixteen and four?” he asked. It was a sum for which most people would have needed a minute or two with pencil and paper.

She thought only briefly before replying, “Nigh on one and two.” Thinking aloud she added, “And ye’d be … fourpence … fourpence ha’penny in the pound too rich if ye multiplied up from that. If you was the taker.”

“Eh! Thou’ll do, lass!” He was delighted—something more than delighted. “No doubt about it.”

“I love figures,” she said. “It’s like pattern and colours.” She wished she could explain it properly.

He grasped her arm briefly, to stress his words. “See thee—if I can hook this contract, I’m going to need someone who can do figurework. It’s not that I can’t do it meself. But I can’t do it all. Not on me own.”

“Straight?” she said, beginning to feel excited. “Not just gas?”

“Thou’ll see. I was saying—I’ll need someone who can … see thee, there’ll be quantities to survey, materials, provisions, things to buy. I need a factotum.”

“Oh ah? That’s another of them things me sister broke.”

Impatience crept into his voice; he was eager to make his point. “A clerk. A help. Another right hand. I tell thee, Nora, this is an age for fortunes. There’s brass to be made on the railroads. Brass for common folk that would turn kings and queens of past ages green with envy.” She smiled at the thought of it. “Aye,” he went on, “ye may pull all the faces ye will, ye may doubt it—but I tell thee: we can be rich!”

“We?”

“Me. Thee. This gang if they can stand the race. All this navigation work that’s going on now—all this cuttin’ and bankin’ and driftin’ and sinkin’—it’s nothing. Nothing. Not compared to what’s going to be. And this business of contracting out to little men, five furlongs here, half a tunnel there, ten fathoms of ventilation somewhere else, all to some little half-bankrupts like Skelm and the other petty barons on this line—it’s no way. No way at all.”

There was no urgency in his voice now. In fact he spoke almost without expression, forcing her to hold her breath and concentrate. “What should they do then?” she asked.

“They? Do?” He chuckled softly. “Nay—it’ll happen anyway. Ye can see it ten mile off if ye’ve gotten the vision. Big men are going to rise—men as can organize not one gang, not ten gangs, but whole armies of navvies. Take this line, Manchester & Leeds. Can ye think of anything more daft than cutting it in little parcels and giving it out to two—three dozen little men? Nay—it should be one big man. One organizer. One central purchaser who can strangle suppliers if they try it on with prices—see thee—brick, stone, rail, timber and all. Screw ’em down to the rock bed.”

“Buy at pit bottom. Sell at pit head.”

“Aye.”

“Me dad always said that.” Then, to break the silence and change his solemn mood, she added, “So—thou art Duke of Wellington!”

But he was not to be so diverted. “Mock on. One day mebbe thou’ll remember I said it. One day there’ll be armies of navvies, ten for every one as fought at Waterloo, on both sides. It’s not just this country, Nora. It’s the whole world. Look what’s going on in Manchester. Ye can’t turn your back but they’ve knocked up five more mills.”

“And Leeds,” she said.

“Aye. And Sheffield and Birmingham and London. It’s the same down south, ye know. Mills, foundries, works—the whole country’s one cauldron of molten iron. But I’ll tell thee this, too: It’s a bloody one-horse Derby. There’s none else at it. We’re the only ones. There’s English navvies in France now. And Germany. Laying railroad. It’ll not be long afore it’s the rest of the world. They’ll come to us. There’s none else they can ask. That’s where our fortune’s coming from—not gold buried in a bloody tropic island, but gold buried in the future. Waiting while we grow toward it. Do ye see?”

By now he had entirely won her over. The thought that the navvy ganger beside her was perhaps some future civilian Wellington provoked no hint of mockery. “I’m thinking thou’ll do it,” she said.

“No thinking. I know I will. No doubt on it. I’ll do it!”

Suddenly the most important aim in her life was to claim whatever he had offered her a while ago. “I’ll be thy fac—toe—whatnot.”

“Factotum.” He said it as if she was already recruited. “Thou never said what thou did with yon seven guineas from the market.”

“I boozed it.” She wanted to lie about the part she had spent but found herself not daring to. “I been right down in the doldrums since I were left on me own. It isn’t like me, boozing. Eh, but there’s times when ye’re that low, ye just … give way. Whatever’s in ye makes ye … just give way.” Then she remembered the pound Walter had given her; surely she could lie about that? How else could she explain it? “I’ve still got one pound saved. Look away.”

He obeyed. She had tied the sovereign into her shimmy, over her stomach. To get it she had to open his topcoat and turn her shimmy up from the lower hem. While she fiddled with the string that closed the makeshift pouch she looked up to meet his level gaze. “Do ye see somethin’ ye fancy?” she asked. But she was coy enough to keep her thighs together.

He smiled but did not answer. Nor did he look away. He knew he wanted her, yet he wished it were not all so inevitable, so taken for granted.

She enjoyed his scrutiny and made no haste to finish undoing the knot. Eventually it gave and she caught the coin as it fell. “There!” She passed it to him, proud of her carelessness.

“A warm golden sovereign!” He fondled it with his lips. “I’ve never known warmer. What’ll ye do with that?”

“Thou keep it,” she said impulsively, surprising even herself.

“What?”

“Aye!” She spoke firmly to smother his disbelief—and her own. “Put it in thy fund. Then I’ll be thy partner—not just thy … what thou said. Fac—toe—thing.”

He paused, aware that she was offering something much less explicit than a mere pound. He gazed long at her but she did not flinch. “Very well,” he said. “Aye. For sure. Tell us, Nora, what would thou do with a fortune?”

“Eh! I’d have a big house and a park. Me own park, trees and all. And servants in powdered wigs …” Then, remembering this was no mere daydream but a distinct possibility, she added, “… And I’d have a pump right in the kitchen! Bugger goin’ out into the yard!” His laughter hurt her. “All right, Mister Buckstick—what would thou do?”

He took her question seriously, to atone for his unfeeling mirth. “There’s naught but one end for money, Nora. For me. Power. Power to change things. To sweep away the old order and make something new. Make a better world for folk. And for meself. They try doin’ it through parliament and through unions but there’s no success that way. Power first. Then ye can be free to act. Wealth’s naught but a dungheap; spread it and thou’s made fertilizer.” To her surprise he stood and stretched. His joints cracked. “Nay, but I’m getting desperate old. By! The moon does make black shadows!” He scanned about them as if he had personally arranged the landscape. “Ye could put an army in them shadows—and lose ’em. Footpad’s friends.”

“Aye,” she said with unambiguous invitation. “There’s a lot could happen in them shadows as folk wouldn’t challenge!”

He laughed, kindly this time, and, stooping, lifted her as if she had no weight. Before she found her balance his arms were about her. She did not even try to stand. Her lips poised, darted, and shivered over the stubble of his face like a sucking bee on clover. He responded when they settled on his lips, but she was away again, nipping his ears and pushing his head down from behind so that she could kiss his eyelids. His breathing told her the effect she made. She had not known such happiness since … when? She had never known such happiness.

“Eee—thou art a canty wench, Nora!” he said. “A right fizzer.” He imprisoned her head between his hands and made to kiss her firmly.

“Stop thy gas!” she said and reached a hand down to his front.

But before she could release the tension there he drew away. “Nay,” he said, unaccountably lost for words. “I mean … not …”

“Whassup?” she said. “I never wanted lovin’ more. And I’m nake-i-bed under me shimmy. Look!”

Coat wide apart, shimmy held high, she discovered herself to him. Then, on a sudden impulse, she turned herself to face the moon. The feeling was so blissful that, for a moment, she fell under the enchantment of her own senses, ignoring him. She closed her eyes and began a slight barefoot dance upon the soft turf, humming notes that never quite resolved themselves into a tune—or, rather, notes through which many tunes threaded a memory. Her act set lust at a distance and kindled in her a desire far less easy to requite.

He held out his hand. “Come on,” he said.

Still swaying and humming, she dropped the shimmy, buttoned up her coat, and took his hand. The mood had died leaving barely an echo. They might have been strangers, but for their clasped hands.

“I should’ve told thee,” he said. “When I was tidying Pengilly’s leg, Thornton sent word. I’m to meet him in the drift at ten thirty. Thy Mister Thornton.”

That jerked her back to reality!

“Harken thee.” She squeezed his hand to give her words emphasis. “He’s none of mine. Thou’s no cause to say that. I chanced to meet him this side Littleborough. We chanced to walk along the railroad at same time. He chanced to say that if I was fearful to tramp over Summit in the dark, to ask for Big Lord John as had a gang of right churchwardens. But that were XYZ-and-parcel. There were naught more. Naught.”

He marvelled at the fluency of her lying—for she was not to know that the sovereign she had given him and that now lay in his trouser pocket had lain there not twenty hours before. Thornton had won it from him in a wager that very morning. There was no mistaking the two nicks, one deep, one shallow, in its edge; they were just as his thumbnail remembered them.

“Say no more,” he said and gave her hand a squeeze. “I’ll be back in a crack. Thou may stop in yon bed of mine this night. If thou still has a mind to it!”
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