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One

Weardale, County Durham, 1870

It seemed fitting to Josh that he and Emma should meet for the last time beside the thorn tree under which John Wesley had preached so long ago. It was peaceful there, just outside the village where his father, Christopher Castle, was the Methodist minister.

Beyond it was a bridge above a clear tumbling river which was studded with round grey stones, and the fields went up on either side, green now that it was early summer, and the neat walls dividing them were all that stayed the sheep from wandering.

How could anybody leave the dale in summer, he wondered? Dog roses spotted the hedgerows with pink, cow parsley and elderflower were creamy lace, the may and blackthorn were thick white and pink, the blue sky was cloudless, and for days and days the sun had shone down relentlessly.

It was early evening, the shadows were long, the sky was clear, and Josh wanted to linger. Emma didn’t say anything to him. He wanted her to tell him how much she cared for him. He wanted to make undying declarations of love to her, but he should not. He was going away for two years and it was too long to ask anything of anyone, and it was not as if he would be able to afford to come home during that time.

He wanted more than anything in the world to ask her to wait for him, but it seemed so dishonourable, to hold somebody to you because you were going away to do what you wanted to do, and she had to stay there and put up with her drunken father and her stupid mother. He felt guilty even thinking of her parents like that. He wished he and Emma could run away, not to Bristol, somewhere much further, but he could not.

It wasn’t that he felt God was calling him, it was nothing dramatic like that, it was just that he didn’t know how to not go, how to stay here and not become a minister. His parents had urged him to go, told him how proud they were of him, and the people of the circuit had raised money so that he could become ordained.

He could not help this overwhelming need to try to do something useful, something to enable people to lead better lives. Now, that did sound pompous, and it was not what he meant. He wanted to help, he wanted to aid the difficult lives they led, not to change them but to support them in what they would do.

Nobody spoke. The time was going past very quickly. It was his last evening at home. In a way he wished it had rained, it might be easier to go, and then he thought of how green the steep hills looked in the rain, how it washed the walls of the fields to shining, and he knew that it wouldn’t make any difference. How could you leave in snow, when the whole area was a study in grey and white, or in autumn, when the brown, gold and lime-coloured leaves floated down the river, dusk came early and sent you off home to the sitting-room fire as the sun went down splendidly between the trees and the willow herb turned to tall wisps of fluff in the hedgerows? Down by the stream, small brown birds flew low over the water and the rosehips glowed like bright-red beads among the greenery.

They walked into the middle of the bridge and Emma leaned over and gazed down into the water and the sunlight turned her red hair to flames. She had blue eyes and creamy skin and he felt very sorry for all those men whom Emma Meikle didn’t love, because she was so astonishingly beautiful.

This was not why he loved her, he told himself, he loved her because there was nothing except her, nothing but the fact that he was leaving. Sometimes he resented it very much.

‘You will write to me?’ he said.

She nodded but didn’t reply, and when she turned to him, her eyes were full of tears. Josh couldn’t help himself then.

‘I love you so very much. I will love you until I die.’

He kissed her. He knew very well that he shouldn’t have, had promised himself that he wouldn’t, but he wasn’t sorry that he had. She put her arms around his neck and returned the pressure of his lips, and it was the sweetest thing in the whole world.

‘Wait for me.’

‘I will.’

‘When I come back, if you would like, we could be married.’

Her blue eyes gleamed.

‘That’s everything I want,’ she said.

It did not occur to Emma until she was walking home, blind with tears, that you shouldn’t say such things and that even if Josh had God’s ear, which she wasn’t convinced he had, to put all your eggs in one basket like that was a terrible mistake, misjudgement, a tempting of fate, which she would never do, but at the time all that had been important was to let him know how much she cared.

She knew also that, if he were to become a minister, he must go, and she knew he wanted that, but she needed him to stay, more than anything in the world.

Home was the Grey Bull, one of half a dozen pubs which sat around the square in the village. Her father ran the pub and he was the kind of jolly, hard-drinking man the local farmers, labourers and quarrymen seemed to like. He was always there, merry, joking, talking, full of beer. They came because of his conversation and because the beer was well kept and possibly some of the young men came hoping to catch a glimpse of one of his four daughters. They never did. Her mother did not like them to go into the front of the house.

It was the middle of the evening. The pub was full. Emma went up the back street and in by the yard. It was quite a big house by local standards, stone built, on the end of the row. It had four bedrooms, four rooms downstairs, two of which were given over to the pub, which left only the kitchen and one other room, and since their mother was horrified by the idea of dining in the kitchen, the other room was the combined dining/sitting room, and with six of them, the dining table and chairs and a settee and two easy chairs in it, the room seemed a lot smaller than it was.

Not that they had much time to sit about. They had no help, her father would not pay for it, he said there were sufficient of them to manage everything. She and Lucy, the sister nearest to her in age, and her mother, did everything but run the public side, and late at night, when her father had taken himself to bed, they would clear up.

Sometimes it took two hours, and it was late and dark and cold by then, the nights were so clear. Even Rosamund would help, though Emma wished she wouldn’t, she was fifteen and inclined to sulk.

Emma could see how tired their mother became, and very often when they went to bed, she and Lucy would lie in the narrow bed which was theirs and they would hear raised voices from their parents’ bedroom next door, and then her mother crying and her father shouting and sometimes other noises which made her pull a pillow over her head to shut everything out. She and Lucy very often huddled together until the shouting died down and there in the silence they would try to go to sleep.

It was very late indeed when they finished their work that night but it was only when they went upstairs that Lucy had the opportunity to ask, ‘Did you see Josh?’

And then she told her. There was a brief silence, after which Lucy said into the faint light of their one candle, ‘I thought he was going to ask you to marry him.’

‘On what? He can’t take me with him.’

‘But he’s going away for such a long time,’ Lucy said.

Emma lay awake in the darkness, remembering those words, wishing she could run after Josh, beg him not to go or to take her with him.

They had known one another for two years, since his father had been the minister there. Before that she had not imagined there were boys like him. She had thought they were all foulmouthed workmen who threw lascivious looks across the street at her, shouted obscenities when they were drunk and did not dare to look when they were sober.

She had not seen men in control of themselves before. Her father was led by his desires, the quarrymen and labourers by poverty and the need to do gruelling work just to survive. When she met Josh – and it was a most unlikely meeting at the house of one of her mother’s friends, Mrs Richmond, who was a Methodist and had been ill – she was amazed. In the main, the Catholics, the Anglicans and the Methodists led separate lives, and her knowledge of Methodist ministers was to see Josh’s father in the distance, a spare, black-clad figure. She knew that they did not drink, did not dance, did not have any fun, that they were narrow-minded, penny-pinching and pious, so she could not believe that the young man before her in Mrs Richmond’s sitting room was one of them.

He was seventeen. Most lads of seventeen that she knew were ignorant, stupid, proud of how little they knew. He was there with his father. He was standing with a cup and saucer in his hand and he looked at her in a generally open, friendly and enquiring way and asked whether she read much. Luckily there were several people in the room, so she was able to talk to him. A boy who read books. He was bound to be dull. And a minister’s son. There was obviously no help for him. Only, he wasn’t dull. He was also tall, fair, slender, spoke in a polite accent and had the audacity to say to her softly when she was about to leave, ‘May I see you again?’

She tried to laugh it off.

‘My father is the landlord of the Grey Bull. I doubt our paths will meet at all.’

‘So that’s who you are,’ he said. ‘My father says you’re the bonniest girl in the dale.’

Emma looked with new respect at the minister, who was talking at the other side of the room and now, as though he had heard, looked across. She thought a shadow passed over his face, but it could have been nothing more than the way that the day was changing from sunshine to rain beyond the windows.

She should have said no, right from the beginning, but she did not know how. They did not see one another often, and though neither of them said as much, they both knew that it had to be a secret. Their families would not have liked it. Lucy was the only person she confided in.

She wished to be different for him, to be respectable, to be anybody other than the daughter of a publican, a gambler, a drunk. Her father would bet on anything, horses, dogs, which way a tossed coin would fall, and he lost all the time, so there was never any money.

Joshua Castle was the one light in her life and it made her think better of herself, because, although she knew she was beautiful, she did not think it was for her beauty alone that he admired her. She could make him laugh. She thought he liked being with her and it was not that he was there for what it could get him. They didn’t touch.

She knew also that his life was not easy. Whether he had decided for himself that he would become a minister or whether it had always been expected of him, she did not know, only that his life was guided by things she knew nothing of, prayers, discipline, restraint. She came, in time, to be glad and sorry for that restraint, because the day arrived when they walked alone by the river and she slipped and he caught her and they were close and he didn’t let go of her. Looking into his eyes, Emma thought she saw the fight that she had seen dozens of men lose before it started. He did nothing.

She said, ‘Aren’t you ever going to try and kiss me?’ and he looked apologetic and released her and didn’t look at her for a few moments, and she watched the sweep of his lashes before he looked back at her and said, ‘If I did, I should never want to stop, and then where would we be?’

‘I don’t understand.’

That was when he told her that he was going to Bristol to be ordained so that he could become a minister like his father. That was the day all Emma’s hopes ceased. He would never be allowed to marry her. They were too far apart in every possible respect. God did not let such things happen.

When Josh got back, everybody had gone to bed. He walked slowly up the steep flight and into the tiny back bedroom which he had to himself, and listened to the silence.

The curtains were open and through the window he could see the sheep in the fields beyond becoming darker shapes as the sun set behind the hills and the night sky settled in behind them. He heard the door and turned in surprise. It was his brother, Wesley.

There were only eighteen months between them. Wesley had grown such a lot lately that he was nearly as tall as Josh. He stood awkwardly in the doorway.

‘I wish you weren’t going,’ he said.

Wes wasn’t given to saying things like that, and they were both silenced by it.

‘So do I,’ Josh said, grateful for the confidence.

Wesley came in, closing the door.

‘I thought you wanted to. Did you change your mind?’

Josh sighed.

‘No, I never really wanted to,’ he said.

‘Why didn’t you say, then?’

Josh left the window.

‘I didn’t like to disappoint Father or Mother. I have to go.’

‘But you do want to be a minister?’

Josh sat down on the bed.

‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘It’s always been assumed that I would be, since Father and Grandfather were.’

‘Is that necessarily a recommendation?’

‘It just never occurred to me that I could do something else.’

‘It occurs to me.’

‘Does it?’ Josh looked at him with fresh interest. He would miss Wes, he hadn’t known until now. ‘What would you do?’

‘I don’t know. Anything that’s different.’ Wesley looked anxiously at him and it was a moment that Josh would not forget. ‘You will write to me, won’t you?’

‘Wes, you never write to anybody.’

‘You never left home before,’ his brother pointed out.
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