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PART ONE

Thorpa Old Manor, 1845


Chapter 1

Beador was desperate for money. That ought to have made negotiations simple. Sir George Beador wanted money; and John Stevenson wanted land. Specifically, he wanted twenty acres near Stockton on the river Tees, the best place in the whole country, he decided, for a small iron foundry and smelting works. Sir George Beador had land in Stockton, and John had money in the bank. Yet the negotiations were not proving at all simple.

You’re a liar, John thought. And not even a good liar.

The young baronet’s frank, blue, uncaring eyes wavered as if he read John’s thoughts.

“See here, Stevenson,” he blustered. “I’m putting land into this partnership.” He was shivering, as if his sincerity had already been challenged. “Land!” He repeated the word, making it sound like “blood.” John could see him trying to say “good land” but the words stuck in his throat.

“And therefore?” John prompted.

“Well … I mean to say. Just as land conveys certain privileges in life—privileges that mere money can never purchase—don’t ye think it should convey the same sort of privilege in business, too?”

John pretended to consider this nonsense while he wondered what lay behind it. Sir George was trying to distract his attention from something. But from what? Nasty, uncharitable suspicions were already forming in his mind. He hoped he was wrong. In a curious way, he almost liked Sir George—an amateur swindler who had not even practised how to lie convincingly. It touched some reserve of sympathy within him.

One end of a burning log fell onto the hearth. Sir George rose and pulled the bell chain; then he stood looking directly down at the burning wood. The smoke rising from it made him cough. Even his coughing lacked conviction. It sounded like a smothered laugh.

Wheezing, Sir George crossed to the tall French window. His water-filled eyes trembled. The sky beyond was a uniform leaden gray, and from it fell a steady rain, warm for early February. While his breath returned, he looked morosely out. “They’ll find nothing today. We had the best of it this morning.”

Fleetingly John thought of Nora, still out there somewhere amid the weather; if they had found, she’d be up among the leaders, no matter how strange the country or how cunning the fox. Yet how she’d love to be here, too. She’d soon run Sir George Beador to a standstill. And she’d stay to see him broken.

A footman came in and, without a word, rebuilt the fire. He did not look at Sir George, and Sir George did not even notice him.

“But you’ve said you’re willing to pay me ten thousand pounds for the land,” Sir George wheedled. “Surely you’d not go back on your word!”

John, counting silently to retain his patience, looked around the room at the books of polished leather and soft suede, warm by the firelight in their tall glass cases. The man was not the fool he seemed. It would pay to remember that. “I will offer ten thousand to secure the land and your partnership. You know the value of your name around Stockton. And elsewhere. Subtract that from ten thousand and you have the price of your land.”

Sir George turned toward him at last. John could not read his face against the brightness of the window, but the voice was cold and morose. “Money! Even one’s name is negotiable nowadays.”

“Be thankful for that,” John said.

Sir George laughed. “Aye,” he agreed. “I’ll not deny it.” He came and sat by the fire, cheerful again. The mud that had earlier fallen from his boots crunched on the polished floor. “Should get out of these wet things. I’ll regret it.”

John smiled. Sir George looked at him and chuckled, an echo of his earlier laugh. “That’s a smug sort of a smile, Stevenson,” he said. “You’ve no cause for it, I may say. You may be dry but you stink of that wretched mackintosh stuff.”

Sir George would not risk such warmth unless he felt he had somehow mastered this discussion. It was the moment of overconfidence for which John had been waiting.

“Not railway shares, is it, Beador?” he asked, his voice suddenly crisp and brutal. “Not been speculating there?”

Sir George’s immature cunning could not withstand such an assault. His eyes registered shock, fear, guilt, confusion, and finally anger at having registered anything at all.

“Dammit, Stevenson!” he said.

“What have you applied for?” John did not relent.

“I’ve been ’allotted nothing.” Sir George Beador regained some of his composure. But it was too late. The mask had slipped, and all the truculence and all the cold blue blood he could muster would never divert John Stevenson from pursuing this particular inquiry to its end, however many weeks or months it might take.

“But you have applied?”

Sir George looked sharply at him, offended.

“As a partner, I’d have to know,” John said. “I’d be liable for any debt of yours.”

Sir George lowered his eyes; his shoulders slumped. “Damn complicated,” he said to the palms of his hands.

“I must know. Before we engage in any deed.”

“I’ll draw up a list,” Sir George said. His interest in his hands was now intense, making it difficult for John to persist.

The distant clatter of hooves on sodden gravel announced the return of the rest of the party. It annoyed John; his whole purpose in leaving the field early had been to settle this partnership once and for all. If only Sir George would behave rationally, like a man needing money, instead of with this boyish mixture of dumb cunning and frosty indifference.

Sir George looked up the avenue and rubbed his hands gladly; for him the returning riders were a rescue party. John kicked a dead ember back into the grate and left the room. A more open show of his annoyance would achieve nothing.

His way out lay through the gun room, then down the passage to the north wing, which flanked the stable yard. This wing was, in fact, the remains of an H-shaped Tudor manor—or I-shaped, to keep the convention that puts north at the top. The passage was the crossbar, but where the southern wing had once stood there was now a large square block built in Georgian stone. Its full three stories laid a permanent shadow over the two humbler floors of the old red-brick manor, now called the north wing.

A large weeping ash dominated the stable yard. Through its tired branches, gleaming in the rain, he saw the riders, some still mounted. The grooms stood waiting, to take their charges. He knew at once that they had broken up a fox; why else would people soaked to the skin, weary from a day’s hard riding over drenched fields through Hertfordshire gravel and clay, slip so jauntily down, pat their horses’ flanks and necks so heartily, and laugh and chatter with such gusto? Vapour from the horses hung above the group, rising with their laughter.

The last to dismount was Nora, savouring the chase to its uttermost moment. In that brief supremacy her eyes raked around the yard until they fell on John, still sheltering from the rain under the canopy of the Tudor door. The radiance of her smile banished all trace of his annoyance; for a moment their eyes dwelled, each in the other’s. He smiled reassuringly, conveying no more than a welcome. Already he could imagine the questions lining up in that part of her mind closest to speech—Had Sir George agreed? What were the terms? What was the extent of his debt? She would put them into words soon enough. And what would he tell her? That Sir George Beador had gone to earth—to a very foul-smelling earth? She hitched up her habit and ran to him through the pendant branches of the ash, reaching the nearer cobbles in a star-burst of rain droplets shaken from its glistening twigs. “We saw blood. There were oply six on terms at the end,” she said. Rivers of rain gleamed on her skin. An intoxicant steam curled from her sodden clothing.

He grasped her outstretched arms and turned her gently in a half circle, as in a stately dance. “And you among them, I know,” he said.

She grinned, breathed happily in, and nodded. The rest of the party now began walking more slowly toward them.

“Missed a slashing good trot, Stevenson,” Dalgliesh called; he was a captain in the Greys, a friend of Sir George’s younger brother. The others, knowing how shallow was John’s love of the chase, laughed.

“I was well represented, I think,” he answered.

* * *

Sir George, despite the protests of Mrs. Lambourne, his housekeeper, had put the Stevensons in the main guest suite, over the ballroom on the south of the house. All the other guests were of higher rank—indeed, as John had been no more than a railway navvy only six or seven years earlier, it would be hard not to be. It was Sir George’s none-too-subtle way of stressing how important Stevenson was to him at this moment; it was also, John was sure, Sir George’s highly subtle way of blackmailing him—saying, in effect: See how many friends I will slight for the sake of John Stevenson.

Nora had not needed to have all this explained to her. As soon as Mrs. Lambourne had left them alone, having pointedly announced that this was the principal suite, Nora had laughed, with more pity than humour, at the transparency of it. “We’ll plug that gun for him,” she said. “Behave as if it was no less than our due.”

Only Mrs. Lambourne had seemed disappointed at their cool acceptance of the honour.

Now John left Nora to change from her soaking habit and take a bath, while he did his daily correspondence with his deputies, partners, and subcontractors. In railways alone he was laying about 600 miles of road that year, including Berwick–Edinburgh, York–Scarborough, Faversham-Margate, and, for Brunel, a stretch of the new atmospheric railway from Exeter to beyond Teignmouth. He had many other contracts, too: a foundry and some back-to-back housing at Holbeck, just south of Leeds; some harbour works at Newcastle and more at Stockton; some wharfs at Teignmouth; and about fifteen acres of mills and housing in Warrington.

Often he thought back with something close to nostalgia to the days when he had had just one or two contracts to oversee—when sometimes an entire week would pass without a single important problem or setback. Now not a day went by without news through the mails of at least one headache. A quaking bog in the Vale of York. An uncharted subterranean river in Warrington. Nondelivery of the atmospheric tube at Exeter. A scarcity of brick at Stockton, where frost and floods were making the local clay beds unworkable. One needed good partners and smart deputies to work so many contracts at once. Yet he would rather cope with a hundred such troubles, even by mail, than with a single George Beador or his grubby kind.

“I sh’ll go back to Yorkshire tomorrow,” he called through the open door to the dressing room, where one of the maids was helping Nora to dress. To his surprise the door was slowly closed against him, making further talk impossible. He shrugged and returned to his letters.

Now and then he heard Nora and the maid giggling, and when, at last, she came into the room, he saw her eyes gleaming with the promise of a secret to unfold. The heady, damp smell of her was gone.

“That Kitty,” she said when the maid left the room, “has been here more than ten years.”

“Oh?”

“She has. That’s before Sir George bought this place from—you’ll never guess who from.”

John thought hard; the vaguest memory of some useless information stirred. “He was a merchant in the Russian trade. Someone on the Baltic Exchange?”

“But his name. His name was Thornton.”

John frowned in disbelief. “Not—no, surely not—not connected with our Thornton! Dear Walter?”

“His uncle!”

“I don’t believe it!”

“It’s true. She’s just told me it all. …”

“The uncle who brought him up! When he was made an orphan?” The story, as Walter had told it to them—it must have been five years since, sometime in 1840—began to come back to him.

“That’s the one,” Nora said. “They took a plunge in forty-three. This place changed hands then. Kitty stayed on.”

Her slow, salacious grin infected him. He took her hand and led her to the sofa in the bay window. “So she knew our Walter when he was a lad,” he prompted.

“In the most biblical sense!” Nora laughed.

“She told you that?” He was astonished.

“I had to get it out of her. But she wasn’t that unwilling, not once she’d started to talk. He was even worse here, I think, than when we knew him.”

They both laughed again—a little longer and more heartily than the situation might seem to warrant Walter Thornton was a subject of some delicacy between them. Almost six years ago, Nora, then destitute and tramping from Manchester to Leeds, had sold herself to this Walter for a few shillings—though, as it turned out, he had eventually given her a sovereign. A casual suggestion of Walter’s had led to her meeting with John, who was then at the very start of his astonishing rise from being a navvy to becoming one of the foremost contractors in England—indeed, in the world. John had always known of that transaction between Nora and Walter, yet, though he had never reproached her, she was never easy in Walter’s presence, and she was always a little too brazen, too cool, when the talk turned to what they politely called Walter’s “Irish toothache”—for Thornton, as the navvies bluntly said, always carried four spare pricks in his purse.

“I had to tell her a thing or two about his goings on since we knew him. To get her talking.”

“Not …?” he asked.

“Of course not!” She was annoyed he could even think it. “Just him and that halfwit wench on the canal bank. And the goings on with that skinny servant girl up in Carlisle—things like that.”

She was smiling again. “Go on,” he said. “What did Kitty say?”

She looked around, as if for eavesdroppers, before she began, in a low voice full of gossipy complicity. “He used to …” She got no further, but covered her face and laughed. “It’s awful,” she said. “I shouldn’t be telling you, really.”

He did not reward her with any display of his impatience.

“She says he never left the servant girls alone. He was always hanging about the rooms, trying to lift their skirts while they worked. He was fierce to get it always, she said. Mind you, I think she was more than half willing, was Kitty. I fancy she’s a right little cleaver.”

“Why?”

“She said he used to catch her in the garden room, which is at the far end of the north wing from here. Well, you couldn’t be taken by surprise there, could you? Just imagine it. No matter what direction anyone came from, you’d get good warning. I think she has her heels lightened all right.”

“How old was he then?”

“Once he came about her five times in one day, she said. He let out he was sick, when the family went away out calling and left him, which they usually did. He often used to say he was sick then, and go to bed, and get cordials brought up.”

“By Kitty?”

“Well, she wouldn’t volunteer, would she? Not if she wasn’t willing. She tried to talk like she hated it and only did it for fear of dismissal.”

“I should think he was sick after that. Five times!”

Nora laughed again. “Aye! She said it didn’t take much pretence when the rest came back. He looked like a second helping of death. But next day he was harder than ever for it. She said from the time he was sixteen he had every below-stairs and every above-stairs unmarried female. As often as they’d let him. Also a retired cook above sixty who came back to see the family and had just been widowed.”

“A good chance,” John said judiciously. “Thornton would know that.”

“She was only here the one afternoon, but he followed her out, up the road, and took her into a field. Over sixty!” She shook her head.

He reached his arm around her. “Thou’ll be over sixty one day, see thee.” He put his lips to her ear. “And I sh’ll still crave after thee.”

She grazed her ear on his moustache and shivered, serious now. “Nay,” she said softly, dropping back into dialect, too. “Leave off with thee!” But despite this verbal rejection, she did not repel his caresses. The Walter Thornton catharsis was over—until the next time.

Far out over the park the sun slipped below the pall of raincloud, moments before it set. In that brief interval it suffused the canopy of unrelieved grey with a raw, burning red.

“Look at that,” John said. “Promises fair tomorrow.”

“Talking of promises fair,” Nora said, her eyes baleful with the borrowed fire, “what of our host?”

John sighed. “You are sure we need to go into ironfounding?” he asked. He did not want to tell her yet how inconclusive his talk with Sir George had been. Nor did he want to confess that he felt threatened in some obscure way by the very idea of partnership with the man.

She bit her lip. “You speak as though it was me forcing us to it.”

He did not answer. She pulled away from him then and grasped his arms, compelling him to face her. “It’s our business,” she said. “Not me.”

He nodded, still unhappy.

“I’m not often wrong in these things,” she said.

He smiled then. “That’s the annoying part. You’re never wrong.” He touched her forehead gently. “I trust that instinct. Never fear I don’t.”

“Yet you hesitate.”

He pulled down the corners of his mouth, ruefully. “I think you and Chambers with your ledgers and balances don’t see the half of it.”

“What half?” She was not belligerent or challenging. She knew too well that the financial insight which had grown during the years she had spent in managing their books was only one small element in their business.

“Trouble like Sir George Beador, for a start,” he said. If only he could put his disquiet into words!

“Drop him! We only took him up to get land and influence cheap. But we don’t need either. Not cheap. It’s only our greed.”

He shook his head. “We must build in Stockton. We both agree it’s the best place in the whole kingdom. And we can’t build there without Beador. Not now we’ve taken him up. We can’t afford to make an enemy of him. But”—he waved Sir George away to a distant horizon—“that’s not the real worry. It’s the permanence of a foundry, d’ye see? Till now we’ve had nothing that’s permanent. Not even the depots. It’s what I’m used to. I’m a travelling man. But with a foundry we’ll have static plant, a fixed gang of workers. …” He laid his fist heavily on the sill at each item. “Offices. Staff. Fixed deliveries. Orders. Supply troubles. Labour troubles. It’s not—my skill, my instinct, it doesn’t run that way.”

“You’ve never been one to turn from troubles. Not profitable ones.”

“Aye.” He laughed. “I’m as keen on profit as the next man.” He pinched her cheek lightly. “And as the next woman, too, belike. So I sh’ll do it. I shall build. All I’m saying is, don’t think that because your books say it’s one-tenth of our assets, this new foundry’s going to be only one-tenth of our troubles.”

His answer pleased her. He had never committed himself so fully to the idea of going into ironfounding; until now he had always called his talks with Beador mere “soundings.” She did not again raise her unanswered question about Sir George.

“By the way,” he called to her as he was dressing. “I’ll likely see Thornton next week. Down in Exeter. I’ve heard Brunel’s asked him to take over daily charge down there.”

“Well,” she said. “I don’t expect we shall ever escape him.” But she barely thought of Walter Thornton; instead she wondered what dismal things John had discovered about Sir George—things that had made him lay such an elaborate false trail for her as his own alleged fear of possessing one small factory.


Chapter 2

When the ladies killed that day’s fox for the fourth time since dinner, Nora thought it a good occasion to leave them. On her way to the door Hetty Beador, Sir George’s sister, beckoned to her.

“If you really are intending to leave tomorrow, Mrs. Stevenson,” she said, barely above a whisper, so that Nora had to lean close, “Madame Rodet is in the library. I know she has something particular to say to you.”

Nora thanked her and looked uncertainly at the two doors she might use, one leading through the hall, the other through the ballroom. “Take the candle on the bureau,” Miss Beador said. “That will light you through the ballroom.”

Nora stepped tentatively into the great, dark chamber, where everything was kept shrouded except at the big festivities. Now, if this were my room, she thought, beginning a favourite game. But a roar of laughter from the gentlemen, still at their port, interrupted her. She did two solemn steps from a waltz, being careful with the candle flame, and then began to wonder what Madame Rodet could want.

Rodet was the ironfounder who had supplied rail for part of the Paris–Rouen line, which John had partnered the great Thomas Brassey in building back in 1841. Since the coming of the railways to France, Rodet had prospered. Beginning as a small, well-established patron of the third or fourth generation, he had in less than ten years become one of his country’s foremost ironmasters. How he had come to know Sir George Beador, she had not yet learned; but she knew it was Rodet who had put Sir George up to this notion of investing in ironfounding as a way of making more money than his rents and bonds could fetch in. And it was Rodet, too, who had suggested John Steyenson as a likely partner. He had even been here on their arrival at Maran Hill to introduce John and herself to the Beadors; but he had left for France within the hour.

“He doesn’t want to get caught between us until things are settled,” John said.

Nora could not see that that was a complete explanation.

Madame Rodet had stayed on to enjoy a fortnight with the Hertfordshire and the Puckeridge, for Sir George hunted with both packs. She was the sort of follower Nora had little time for. She rode well enough, very correctly, but she didn’t go. She was content to drop behind the field early in a chase and was delighted at every check, when she would mill around with the At Home crowd and lose all interest in the hunt itself. In short, she hunted merely in order to ride. Nora, thinking they had little in common, looked forward to their meeting with no very special interest.

At first she did not see Madame Rodet. But when the door latch sprang softly back into its mortice, part of what she had taken to be the upholstery of the high-back sofa moved. It was Madame’s lace cap.

“Mrs. Stevenson,” she called. “I hoped you would come.” Her welcome was very warm; that and the charm of her accent made it hard for Nora to persist in her indifference.

“How do you see to embroider, just by the firelight!” Nora wondered aloud.

“Oh!” It was a Gallic laugh. “I can do it when I am sleeping even, you know.” She patted the sofa beside her, next to the fire. “Please.”

Nora put the candle on the table before them and sat. She shivered at the heat. “I didn’t know how chill it had got.”

“Tskoh!” Madame Rodet looked intensely at her, with a curious angry sympathy. She had a face like an eagle. “You must drink whisky. Yes. It’s good.”

Oh dear, Nora thought, realizing that the other had believed her to say she’d got a chill. Her heart sank at the prospect of the misunderstandings to come. “What are you making?” she asked.

Madame Rodet stabbed two more deft stitches in to complete one small leaf in a formal arrangement of peacocks and vines; the embroidery was barely begun, most of the design was still just pencilled in.

The more Nora looked at it, the more she marvelled at its intricacy. “Did you make all that up?” she asked.

“Oh no!” Madame Rodet laughed. “It’s a copy. Of course. From the moyen age. The middle times.” She pierced the twist of silk on to the edge of the design with the needle and put the frame aside. “Are they still killing the fox?” she asked, inclining her head back toward the drawing room.

Nora smiled. “Better each time. Each telling.”

Madame Rodet looked sharply at her. “Strange isn’t it, this word ‘telling.’ It was your name of—demoiselle. Your—”

“My maiden name,” Nora said, surprised.

“Oh!” Madame Rodet was relieved. “You understand French!”

“No.” Nora laughed. “But I do remember my maiden name. I was born Nora Telling. How did you know, Madame?”

“Mr. Stevenson, he told us. ‘Racontant’—oh, it’s such a funnay name. For us it’s quite strange. But for you not? Racontant. We cannot imagine it, you know.”

“I wouldn’t say it’s very common.”

“We have some neighbour, Tallien. He has much country. Oh, many farms. And when Mr. Stevenson was by us at Trouville, he heard this man, and the name Tallien, and it reminds him of you, Mrs. Stevenson. Tallien, Telling. You see.”

“That’s how you knew,” Nora said. She grew dizzy trying to think back over the chain of nonsensicals that had led to this most trivial conclusion.

Madame Rodet was looking happily at the fire. “He has told you of La Gracieuse, M’sieu Jean?” she asked. Then, seeing Nora’s bewilderment, she laughed, clutched at Nora’s arm, and added: “Oh, I must tell you. We call him M’sieu Jean in Normandie. All his men, they call him Lord John. But he’s not a lord. That’s funnay. Did he tell you of La Gracieuse?”

“Your house in Normandy!” Nora said, understanding at last.

Madame Rodet looked at her uncertainly. “Our home,” she corrected. “You say house? We have a house at St. Cloud, but La Gracieuse is our home.”

“He said it was very beautiful.”

They both looked at the fire for a while; Madame Rodet still clutched Nora’s arm in her dry, cool fingers. “And very welcoming,” Nora added. “I know he enjoyed his stay with you.”

“You shall see,” she said, as if to herself. Then she turned and added urgently, “Soon.”

Nora did not know what to make of it. Madame Rodet’s intonation was so un-English as to turn perfectly ordinary remarks into oracular pronouncements. “He’s often spoken of France,” Nora said. “Now we’ve got the Rouen-Havre contract, he’ll be going back there quite often.”

“You will come too this time. You will stay at La Gracieuse and you will see Normandie. La Basse Normandie—the Pays d’Auge, you know, it’s very typical for us. And you can even speak a little French perhaps. Peut-être. You will see. Peut-être.”

Five years of careful observation and tireless rehearsal had left Nora able to cope with every social occasion she was likely to meet But this casual invitation, delivered in the manner of a fortune teller, was beyond that competence. In her bewilderment, all she could do was to ask a question that had occurred to her earlier when she had mentioned the Rouen–Havre contract: “Are you supplying the rail? For this new work?”

But Madame Rodet seemed not to hear. Eagerly she searched Nora’s eyes for an acceptance. “Oh, it will be such fun!” she said. “Spring in Normandie, you know, is very beautiful. I don’t know about the rail; that’s Rodet’s affairs. Also you can invite your brother, M’sieu Samuel.”

At once Nora was alert and attentive. Sam was supposed to be a secret. “You know of Sam, Madame?”

For a moment only, Madame Rodet looked uncomfortable. “Oh, it’s so funnay. For us. So English.”

“You know that Sam is in service?”

“In France it does not matter. We have égalité. All are égales. I call my cook ‘Madame.’ In England it is so … you are all …” She craned her neck like a giraffe and waved her hands dismissively at the world beneath her chin: “Oh, don’t show me all that. Pfff! I don’t wish to see.”

Her enthusiasm to make her point had led her unwittingly to slight Nora, who now said, quietly, “I make no secret, Madame Rodet, of the fact that circumstance once left me destitute. I was barefoot when I first met Mr. Stevenson. And he was then a navvy ganger.”

Madame Rodet quickly realized where she had trodden and, parodying horror and remorse to the point of comedy, interrupted before Nora could encourage herself to become pompous. “Oh, of course. Of course. That’s so right. For you, you must be proud. And these English—it’s so sillay. But”—she looked crafty—“for them to know that your brother is in service—it’s bad for business. Yes?”

“Yes,” Nora agreed, smiling despite herself.

“So then! You are right. It’s right to keep it secret!” She spoke with a sort of wounded triumph, as if she had just proved that Nora had agreed with her all along—making Nora’s quiet reprimand now seem petulant “But in France it does not matter. M’sieu Sam will be an English milord.”

The thought intrigued Nora. It had been very hard to meet Sam—increasingly hard as the years and the Stevensons’ success widened the social gulf between them.

“You understand, Madame, that Sam is still in service at his own wish. Stevenson has offered him …”

Madame Rodet waved away the explanation and smiled.

Nora thought of Sam. How he would love to play the milord; he would do it well, too. The idea began to take root.

Her amusement must have shown in her face for Madame Rodet pushed her arm lightly and said: “You see. It’s good. We will have much fun.”

Nora laughed then. “I think we shall,” she said. “I’ve never had such an invitation.”


Chapter 3

The train slowed almost to a halt before it coasted under the great Gothic arch that had recently been cut through the city wall. Night had already fallen but the arch intensified the dark still further. Nora pressed herself into John’s arms and said, “Home!”

“Give or take an hour.” He folded his arms around her. All the muscle his years of navvying had put upon him was still there.

“York,” she said. “York is Yorkshire, and Yorkshire’s home.”

“Home is where the contract is,” he said with mock severity.

She butted him sharply in the chest with the back of her head. He pretended lethargically to be hurt and then yawned. “We need exercise,” he said. “Being cooped in all day.”

“I’m not walking to Thorpe!”

“We could walk the last mile or so. Send the coach on. In fact, I think I will.”

“With all our baggage we’ll probably have to walk up Garraby Hill anyway.”

Folds, the stationmaster, was waiting for them on the platform, an old acquaintance by now. He never failed to greet their arrival when he knew they were travelling. As soon as they had moved to Thorpe, in 1842, George Hudson, the Railway King as they called him, had insisted on giving John all the privileges of a director, and in York, Hudson’s word was railway law. It meant, among other things, that they travelled In a private rail carriage and, at their destination, could command the service of the company’s coach and horses if any were free.

“I have the big coach with three ready for you, Mr. Stevenson, sir,” Folds said. “I fancied you might have more bags than usual.”

The coachman’s imitation of sobriety was so laborious that they had to bundle quickly aboard for fear he would see their laughter and take offence.

“Er …” Folds stuck his head through the door. “He’s a good lad is Ironside, drunk or sober. But I’ll put another on, if ye wish.”

“Nay,” John said. “He’s taken me that many times drunk, I’ve forgotten what he’s like sober. He’ll sleep in our stables tonight. We’ll top him up for breakfast and see he sets off westward.”

Nora laughed and Folds patted John’s thigh. Then Ironside’s gruff haaa! to the team almost dashed him to the ground. Nora was still laughing as they turned from Tanner Row into Hudson Street. At the corner north of the station and in the shade of the wall, a large vacant lot came into view.

“Know what that ground is?” John asked. “I only learned the other week.”

“What?”

“The cholera burial ground from the 1832 outbreak.”

Nora held her breath as she looked out.

“There’s talk now of new sewers,” John said. “Lots of towns. That’s something we should look at. Sewerage contracts. Brassey thinks there could be a lot in it.”

“Do sewers use iron pipe?” Nora asked, turning away from the window.

Now it was he who laughed. “Top o’ the class for persistence,” he said wearily.

She wished he would either say yes or no about the ironworks. Since meeting Beador he seemed to have gone back on his commitment.

Out in Micklegate she looked back at all the fine town houses of the last century.

“First time we came here I envied them,” she said. “Now—less and less, each time. I fancy we’ve something ten times better in our rambling, ramshackle old house at Thorpe.”

He took her hand and squeezed it. “Not be too long now,” he said.

Over the Foss and out of the city they passed the malt kiln. The air was laden with its sugary reek.

“That’ll put fresh heart into Ironside,” John said.

Nora grinned back, her face red in the glow from the glassworks next door to the malting; it was a wayward grin, too. And sure enough when the light had died she began to worm her hand into his trousers. He gripped her wrist and said firmly, “No.”

“You always say no, anywhere except in bed, and you always end up doing it.”

“You will make noises when you get excited. And Ironside will hear.”

“Any minute now Ironside will start to sing. The dark frightens him and he sings.”

“Anyway, I don’t always say no.”

“Often enough.” She helped him not to burst his buttons.

“I’m not going to take them off,” he said. “Suppose the coach upset and we were knocked senseless.”

As well as her voluminous skirts would allow, she leaped across him, straddling him with open thighs. She put her nose to his as he began to caress her. “So practical,” she whispered. “That’s why I love you. Practical man. For being such a practical contractor and getting company coaches just for you and me.”

She could feel his excitement growing. “These new hoops are more practical than the old walls of Jericho—or calico—or whatever it was,” he said. He tried to be light and nonchalant but could not keep the shiver from his voice.

She inched her knees forward, close to contact. His hands strayed over her cheeks, around her waist, and forward to her navel. With his thumbs he pressed gently; there was an answering pressure from the baby inside. She breathed sharply inward. “No denying it now, is there,” he said.

“You know how”—she shivered—“superannuated that makes me feel. When they squirm like that. Oourgh!” And she shuddered again at the memory.

His hands slipped away to encircle her waist.

“Shan’t hunt anymore,” she said. “Just ride.”

He chuckled. “With Winifred you gave up riding soon as you knew. It gets later each time.”

“Aye. If we have ten, the last will be born in the saddle. A birth at a death.” She giggled at the thought.

He patted her bare hips and pushed her lightly away. “I thought you weren’t really inter—”

Her warm lips smothered his and, moments later, her fingers eased him into her. The motion of the carriage, over long, luxurious minutes, while they kissed and caressed and amplified its rhythm, carried them up. Ironside did not sing, but Nora did cry out in her ecstasy. The coach went relentlessly on. Only John went limp with the fear that they were overheard. Nora, when she was calm again, chuckled as she felt him shrivel within.

“Sorry!” she whispered into his neck; it was at least half true.

* * *

Thorpe Manor, or Thorpe Old Manor as it had now to be called, was begun in the fourteenth century. It had lost its manorial rights some fifty years back when the Creswold family moved to their new Hall, a large Palladian mansion on the higher ground to the northwest of the village of Fangthorpe. On a smiling day in spring or summer, when the warm Yorkshire stone was crisp and sunlit and when the shade of the young cedars dappled the sweeping lawns, it was easy enough to approve the change. But when the northeast winds came howling down out of Scandinavia and thick blankets of snow turned the whole Yorkshire wold into a continent of its own, to which there was no access and from which there was no escape, then the villagers would look up at the new manor and shiver. And they would remember all that their parents and grandparents had said of the folly of building on yon ’ights. Then even the proudest Creswold must have wished to be back at the old place, nestling on sheltered southern slopes overlooking the deep dale of Painslack Dikes. Didn’t legends say the Romans had once built a great town there? Well, they had understood the sun and the south, all right.

Even when the night was merely drizzly and uncomfortable as now, it felt somehow milder off the browtop. John and Nora, who had opened the carriage window for a better view, sensed the difference as soon as they lurched off the stony, rutted highway and on to the superbly levelled drive that John had given one of his best gangs a whole month and a hundred pounds to lay.

He relaxed at once, no longer needing to correct the random lurches of the carriage. “Home is where the road turns smooth,” he said contentedly.

“That’s a definition I prefer,” she told him.

They heard Ironside vainly trying to blow a blast on the horn he kept in his pocket. John leaned out of the window, took it from him, and, wiping it well, blew the sweet, piercing note he had learned as a shotfirer years before.

Nora, in a voice deliberately girlish and vapid, said, “Say—is there anything you can’t do, Mr. Stevenson?”

“Aye,” he said. “You proved it.” In the dark he felt for her breasts; and though he found only her shoulder blades, she knew what he meant.

“Sorry,” she said again, hugging him.

“We’ll make up for it later,” he said.

She thought, but did not say, peut-être; the ambiguities were too rich.

Willet, their groom, came strolling up the lane to meet them. The turn into the stable yard was too sharp for a broad coach with three up so they had to stop outside and unhitch the leader. Tip, the King Charles dog, and Puck, the small Dane dog, yapped and fretted at the perpetual iron cataract of the carriage wheel, impatient to be noticed.

As John and Nora dismounted from the coach, Todd, the younger of the two upstairs maids, came hurrying over the lawn bearing a lantern to light them in. Nora was surprised. “Where’s Mrs. Jarrett?” she asked, pushing down the leaping dogs.

“It’s her music night at the asylum, m’m,” the girl said. And what dull weather! And had the journey been tedious? And please to mind the paving stone that had been put back wrong. Pleasure and nervousness kept her babbling the whole way in.

Tip, the loyalist, stayed by them, sniffing and fussing. Puck, long-suffering egotist, left to claim pride of place at the hearth.

“What’s for supper?” John asked.

“The children and Mrs. Jarrett and nurse had collared calf’s head. Cold.”

They stamped the mud from their feet and John bolted the lobby door. “And the servants?” he asked.

“Shepherd’s pie, sir.”

“If there’s any left, we’ll have the shepherd’s pie.” And when the girl was gone, he added: “The woman’s mad. Both of them. She and the nurse. I hope they keep her at the asylum.”

“John!” Nora pinched his arm.

“Who else but her would give a cold meal on such a night?”

“It’s her way. And we’ve always said we didn’t want them brought up to luxury.”

The argument cut not the thinnest ice. “You’ve been poor, too,” he said. “Even if you had only one potato, or a half a turnip, you’d never have served them cold on a night like this. And I’ll wager it was cold baths, too. Eay!” His eyes rolled in exasperation. “Cold supper, cold baths, cold nursery.”

She caught his arm as he turned to the foot of the stairs. “Well, don’t wake them now. They’ll get all excited, and it’ll be impossible to get them back to sleep. When are you off tomorrow?”

Resigned, he crossed to the fireplace and poked the logs to life. “Early,” he said. “I’ll ride over to Malton. See to this trouble on the Scarborough line, this quaking bog. I’ll come back by York, so I’ll be early.”

“You’ll see the children then.”

“I’ve not seen them for a fortnight,” he sighed. “Still …” He picked up two letters waiting for him on the mantel. “France,” he said, looking at them. “And Exeter.”

“What are your plans for the week?” Nora asked; with half an ear she was listening to Willet carrying a trunk upstairs, preparing herself to run out and shout at him if he grazed the woodwork.

“I’ll go on to Stockton, Thursday; see how they’re coping with the brick troubles. On to Warrington, Friday. And Exeter, Saturday.”

She relaxed as Willet reached the landing and put down the trunk.

“I’ll revise that,” John said, having read the letter from France. “They want me in Rouen next week.”

“Not trouble?”

“They mention none. I’ll come back here from Warrington and go on to Exeter to arrive Monday.” He stretched and yawned. “I can sail to Havre from Plymouth.” He pulled a face for he hated sea travel.

“Never mind,” she comforted him. “One day they’ll build a bridge to France, and then you can ride all the way on horseback.”

“Oh, thank you,” he said glumly and read the second letter. “From Thornton,” he said, passing it to her when he had finished.

She did not at once read it. “What do you think of my coming to France?” she asked. “This strange invitation from the Rodets. The more I think of it, the more certain I am that he put her up to it.”

“You don’t think she’s genuine?”

“Oh, she is genuine. But he knows how to use her.”

John smiled to himself.

“What’s that grin supposed to convey?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Well, it’d do no harm to learn a word or two of French,” he said. “And you’d enjoy meeting Sam at proper leisure.”

She nodded and turned to the letter from Thornton:


Dear Stevenson,

I hear from your man Tucker that you and Mrs. S. have been spending some days at Sir George Beador’s place. Did you know that it used to belong to my uncle before he sold up and went to France, where you can play the gentleman on £120 a year? He was the uncle who brought me up after my people died. I can just imagine Beador there; he and Uncle Claude George Thornton are two cast from the same mould. How long, I wonder, will he last.

I wonder, too, if you met anyone who remembered me? Curious, is it not, that I dislike the place so intensely and desire no memory of it to linger, yet am vain enough to wish to be remembered! And who would remember me? Servants and outdoor staff! Heigh ho!! Believe nothing they say, of course. You know how credulous country people are and how they cannot live without making a nine-years’ wonder of every petty event.

However, my real purpose in writing was merely to say how glad I was to be appointed down here where I am certain to meet you again, and right soon. Our jaws will ache with talk of old times I’m sure. And you will marvel at the atmospheric railway! Have you seen the one near Dublin, from Kingstown to Dalkey? This is to work on the same principle. I may tell you privately that I have grave technical doubts, but I shall not commit them to paper. Do you think Brunel is really as confident as he always gives out? I frequently wonder. How the great engineer, who built two trans-Atlantic steamers and designed the whole of the Great Western Railway, can even consider this atmospheric system, baffles me. Still, I suppose that, if Homer is permitted to nod, our own geniuses may be allowed their failures, too. But rather expensive, what?

Mrs. Thornton continues in indifferent health, sometimes blossoming, but always languishing again. She has never been entirely healthy since Letty was born a year ago. Perhaps we are to have no more than four children, God be praised that three of them are boys and all are so well. They adore their baby sister, who is a pickle and a joy. Nicholas constantly asks after his big godfather and nice godmother. I hope their mother may be well enough this year to accept your kind invitation to Thorpe Manor; I am sure your splendid upland air would benefit her. …


Nora skipped the closing pleasantries. “He still wears his heart well hung out,” she said.
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