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  Chapter One




   




   




   




   




  Fog padded through the streets of London like a slow, predatory animal, claws sheathed for silence. It wrapped sinuous limbs around the shivering bodies of the people, hurrying

  to get home and shut it out; though many of them, having closed their broken doors, would find it slinking after them through cracks and crannies, slithering around the mould-dampened walls to wait

  in beds of sack and straw and chill their bones when they finally lay down to rest.




  Rebecca Pagnel thought of such people as she drew her two-year-old son into the small house she and Francis lived in near the carpet warehouse. She had had her time of living in poverty, her

  childhood of near starvation as she stood hour upon hour by her father’s loom, drawing for him as he wove the carpet that was their life. She never ceased to give thanks that her life now was

  easy and comfortable, never forgot her sorrow for those who were still condemned to the conditions she had known – and worse, for here in the London of 1824 she had seen poverty such as even

  the most abject weaver in Kidderminster had never known.




  Here, in the mean streets around Covent Garden, Rebecca had seen little children forced to beg for food that a dog would sniff and pass by. She had seen girls who had barely reached the age of

  childbearing, their bodies already swollen as they offered themselves to men for a few pence at a time. She had seen old men and women, too frail to drag their twisted bodies further than the

  doorsteps of the cellars and hovels where they dwelt, reaching out quaking, bony fingers for the bounty only a few would, or could, give.




  It was on scenes like this that she closed her door on this murky November afternoon and felt the warmth of the small house enfold her as if it were a cloak of fur. There was a lamp already lit

  on the little table where she laid her gloves and bonnet, its yellow light driving back the shadows, and as she bent to take off Daniel’s coat and hat, the kitchen door opened and Tilly, the

  little maid of all work, appeared.




  ‘Oh, ma’am, you’re back.’ She scurried forward, taking the clothes and smoothing Daniel’s hair. ‘Ain’t it ’orrid out there? I said to Sal, the

  mistress will get lost in this, easy as ninepence, if she don’t take care. I’m that glad to see you safe, I am really. And there’s a gentleman to see you, ma’am, sitting in

  the parlour this past hour he’s been, and wouldn’t take no more’n a dish of tea, no matter what. Sal’s all of a dither, wants to know if he’s to stay for supper, but I

  dussn’t ask him, he looks at me so . . .’




  The voice rattled on, but Rebecca heard no more. A gentleman, in the parlour? To see her?




  ‘Are you sure you haven’t made a mistake, Tilly?’ she asked. ‘Surely it’s the master he’s come to see.’




  The small, neat head that had been alive with lice when Rebecca had taken the child in, shook vigorously. ‘No, ma’am, it’s you he asked for. Shall I take Daniel to the kitchen

  for his tea, ma’am, while you goes in there? I been in twice to attend to the fire, ma’am.’




  Rebecca looked at her and smiled. Tilly, voluble and even saucy when at home with the family she had come to know, was still unaccountably timid with strangers, particularly men. Rebecca had

  often wondered what had happened to her before she had come to the Pagnels as maid, but she only shook her head when questioned, and her eyes looked so much like those of a terrified wild animal

  that no one had the heart to persist. But someone, at some time, had done her harm, it was clear, and Rebecca felt a knot of burning anger in her breast when she thought of what it might have

  been.




  ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘I’ll go and see who the gentleman is and what he wants. You’ll come if I ring, won’t you? Though I don’t suppose

  he’ll stay long, and I’ll have to feed the baby soon anyway. Has he behaved himself while we’ve been out?’




  ‘Oh yes, ma’am. Slept all the while.’ Tilly ducked her head and took Daniel by the hand. ‘Come along o’ me, Daniel, an’ see what Sal’s bin making for

  your tea. Shall I bring you a dish of tea, ma’am? You must be shrammed, being out there in that awful fog.’




  ‘Yes, I would like some, but I’ll see who the gentleman is first.’ Rebecca smoothed her hair and laid her hand on the doorknob. She had an odd sensation, as if time had slipped

  back. As if she were once again the maid, bobbing to her mistress, answering the door, scurrying to obey orders. Of course, her situation had been very different from Tilly’s – taken

  from a weaver’s hovel to work in the big house of the man whose carpets she had seen on the loom, kept for her first two or three years more or less chained to a big earthenware sink in the

  dark, cramped scullery that seemed to be permanently piled high with dirty dishes; the lowest scrap of life in a hierarchy of servants, working from before dawn until well after dark, allowed out

  only to take scraps to the rubbish heap or to go to church on Sunday afternoons.




  Memories of those days had taught her to treat her own maid as a human being, with feelings and needs of her own, and Tilly had responded by investing her with a devotion that seemed at times to

  be almost too much for the skinny frame that no amount of feeding had yet fattened. But she had still not grown in confidence; it seemed that trusting Rebecca, old Sal in the kitchen, and Francis

  himself had absorbed all her energy, and she shrank from venturing out of doors.




  Rebecca turned the doorknob and went into the parlour. It was her pride and joy, this room with its heavy furniture and the polished table at which no meals were ever eaten. She cared for it

  herself, trusting neither Sal nor Tilly to polish the shining wood or dust the ornaments that decorated the mantelpiece.




  The lamp had been lit in here too, and cast a mellow glow which blended with the flickering light of the fire Tilly had lit. An armchair had been drawn up before the fire, its back turned

  towards the door, and although Rebecca could see a pair of legs stretched out towards the flames she could not see who the ‘gentleman’ was. She stepped forwards, feeling suddenly

  nervous, and at the sound of her footstep the man in the chair moved suddenly and rose to his feet, looking gigantic in the shadowed room.




  Rebecca stepped back, startled, then took a breath and laughed.




  ‘Mr Pagnell! Why didn’t Tilly say – but of course, she’s never met you before. Why didn’t you let us know you were coming? Does Francis know you’re

  here?’




  Jeremiah Pagnel looked down at her gravely. Rebecca had been a maid in his house, first standing in his scullery, then scrubbing floors and peeling vegetables in his kitchen, and finally

  cleaning fireplaces, dusting, polishing and sweeping in the rooms he sat and ate and worked in; yet he had never noticed her, had barely seen her, until after she had been driven away to London,

  pregnant with his grandchild.




  Since then, he had gradually got to know her, the girl that his son loved and had pursued to London to find and marry. It had not been easy – with the truth of Francis’s birth

  revealed, Jeremiah’s wife Isabella had forbidden him ever to enter her house again. And although Jeremiah’s brother Geoffrey and Geoffrey’s wife Enid, who had raised Francis as

  their own, had been happy to receive Rebecca as a daughter, she knew there would never be a real welcome for her in Kidderminster while Isabella lived.




  Their visits had therefore been few. And indeed, there had been little time for visiting. Jeremiah had made Francis manager of his carpet warehouse here in London, while at the same time Francis

  was struggling to establish his own small carpet business with Rebecca’s brother Tom. And Rebecca had been fully occupied with Daniel, born during that first hard winter together, and now the

  three-month-old baby, Geoffrey.




  Jeremiah had come to London whenever possible and called at the house near Covent Garden, but his visits had been hurried and secret. Even his adopted son, Vivian, who often accompanied him to

  London, had not known of them. Vivian was closer to his mother than his stepfather and would not have hesitated to make trouble between them had it suited him to do so.




  ‘Does Francis know you’re here?’ Rebecca repeated. ‘Have you been to the warehouse?’




  ‘No, I came straight here,’ Jeremiah took her hands in his. ‘Rebecca, I have news for you both.’




  Rebecca stared at him, feeling suddenly afraid. What news could have brought him here like this, and looking so solemn?




  ‘Is something wrong?’ she asked. ‘The factory . . . nothing’s happened there, has it?’ Her imagination showed her the factory in flames, the carpets burned and

  scorched beyond repair, men and women killed, children dying. But it need not be so dramatic. Everyone knew that times were bad, that trade had slumped, never really recovered since the end of the

  Napoleonic Wars. Perhaps Pagnel’s had gone bankrupt like so many of their competitors; perhaps Jeremiah faced ruin and had come to tell them so.




  She saw the warehouse closed and empty; herself, Francis, and Tom dependent on the small two-loom business that had scarcely begun to pay its way. And it wasn’t just the three of them;

  there were the children too, there were Tilly and Sal. And the old weaver, Samuel, who worked with Tom, and his daughter Nancy who helped her sister Bessie in the millinery business she had started

  . . . None of them yet fully self-supporting, all looking to Francis – and, past Francis, to Jeremiah – for their livelihood.




  Rebecca stared up at the big man, feeling the sick fear that her mother must have felt when her husband, Will Himley, came home without a ‘piece’ to weave for the coming week. Seven

  days of sardonically named ‘play’ while their meagre stock of food ran down to nothing and the faces of the children grew more pinched, while they scraped by on her pay from the winding

  room, the rent unpaid and the fire unlit. There had been no guarantee, in the hardest times, of a ‘piece’ the next week, or the next, or the next after that.




  Were they to be reduced to this again? Was she to join those poor, ravaged women in the street with their shaking hands held out for food or money?




  ‘Please,’ she said, ‘tell me what’s happened.’ And she looked up at him with eyes large and dark in a suddenly ashen face.




  Jeremiah let go of her trembling fingers and laid his hands on her shoulders. He guided her to a chair, his face concerned, and pressed her gently into it. Then he sat down close to her and took

  her hands once more in his.




  ‘Rebecca, my dear . . . don’t look so frightened. There’s nothing to worry about. I’m a fool, I should have spoken differently, I never thought . . . No, there’s

  nothing wrong at the factory, nothing at all. The bad times have hit us all, but Pagnel’s will weather it – indeed, our fortunes are already improving and I want to discuss with Francis

  the possibility of some new designs. But that isn’t what brought me here today. And I thought to save my news until Francis could be present to hear it with you, but now—’




  He broke off as they heard the slam of the street door and the patter of Tilly’s footsteps. Her voice sounded high and cheerful as she chattered about fog and coats and visitors; then they

  heard the deeper tones of a man’s voice, calm and soothing as he sent her back to the kitchen. A moment later the parlour door opened, and Francis came in.




  ‘Father!’ For many years, he had been accustomed to call Jeremiah ‘Uncle’ but that time was past and the true relationship acknowledged. He stepped forward with the

  eagerness that had never left him, save for those weeks when he had thought Rebecca lost to him, and held out his hands, his blue eyes glowing. ‘This is a surprise. How are you? And my aunt,

  she’s well, I hope?’ The query was delicately put, for Isabella would never have inquired after Francis; if she had been able to bring herself to speak his name at all, her voice would

  have been hard, the tone bitter. She had never liked him, even while she had believed him to be of no kin. Since discovering the truth, she had hated the very thought of his existence.




  ‘Have you had tea?’ Francis went on, hardly expecting an answer to his question. ‘Tilly must bring some – Rebecca, my love—’




  ‘I’ve ordered it already, it must be almost made by now.’ They all turned as the door opened again and Tilly staggered in bearing a tray heavy with crockery and a steaming pot.

  She set it down on the table, gave Jeremiah a terrified glance and bolted from the room. Rebecca busied herself with the cups and saucers, then poured the tea. She passed a cup to Jeremiah, meeting

  his eyes as she did so. Please, she begged him silently, tell us what has brought you here today.




  Jeremiah’s expression changed a little, still solemn but now with a touch of reassurance in the dark eyes. He accepted his tea with a murmur of thanks, then turned to Francis.




  ‘It’s good to see you again, my boy. You’re well?’ The formalities had to be observed, but Rebecca felt her impatience growing again. With an effort, she curbed it. He

  would tell them, after all. He had not come all this way merely to tease. She had only to wait.




  And she had not, after all, too long to wait. Jeremiah seemed as anxious to tell his news as she was to hear it. And after only a few moments, he broke into Francis’s enthusiastic account

  of his latest designs, and said abruptly: ‘Forgive me, my boy, but I have something to tell you. Something—’ he glanced at Rebecca ‘—which will affect you

  both.’




  There was a moment’s silence. Rebecca felt her heart thump. Keeping her eyes on Jeremiah’s face, she stretched out a hand to Francis, and felt him take it in his.




  ‘What’s happened?’ Francis asked quietly, and she knew that he had been struck with the same fears that she had known. ‘Father, what’s wrong? Do you need

  help?’




  Jeremiah’s face relaxed into a smile, but there was still a shadow in his eyes. ‘Help? No, my son, I need no help, though it’s like you to offer it. This is something quite

  different from what you both fear. I’ve already told Rebecca, there is no question of trouble at the factory, our carpets are selling as well as anyone’s, our customers know their

  quality and are willing to pay for it . . . No, this is a family matter. Francis – I have to tell you that your aunt has died. My wife,’ he added, as if they needed clarification.

  ‘She died three days ago, of a heart attack the doctor says. The funeral is to take place the day after tomorrow.’




  There was a small silence. Rebecca felt Francis’s fingers tighten around hers. She gave him a swift glance and saw his face whiten, his eyes blaze suddenly blue against the pallor. She

  felt the quiver of his hand and enclosed it in both hers, waiting for him to speak.




  ‘My aunt Isabella?’ Francis said at last. ‘Died?’ He paused, as if seeking the right words, then said, ‘I’m sorry. It must have come as a shock to

  you.’




  ‘It came suddenly, it’s true. Nobody had the least idea that her heart was weak.’ Jeremiah too paused. ‘But shock . . . Francis, it would be hypocritical of me to pretend

  to much grief. Your aunt and I had enjoyed little friendship, let alone love, for the past many years. Our marriage was never much more than a business arrangement as it was – an empty shell.

  Nevertheless . . .’ he hesitated ‘. . . there is always some regret for a life cut off.’




  ‘Of course there is,’ Rebecca said softly. ‘And the house must seem very empty now. And so big.’




  Jeremiah shot her a surprised look. ‘That’s exactly right – it does seem much larger without her. All those rooms – not that we ever used many of them since the children

  have all been gone—’ He broke off and Rebecca knew that he was thinking, not only of Francis and Vivian and his living daughters, but also of Isabel, his youngest child, who had died of

  a decline. ‘I never went into some of those rooms,’ he said as if speaking to himself, ‘nor even thought of them. Yet without Isabella in the house, I seem to feel them pressing

  at my back, demanding my attention. It’s as if she haunted me still.’




  ‘Father, she’s been gone only three days,’ Francis said gently. ‘You must give yourself time. It’s a great loss. You’d been together for many

  years.’




  ‘Twenty-eight,’ Jeremiah said, as if repeating an oft-learned lesson. ‘Vivian was four years old. A handsome boy – I was pleased enough to name him my heir. Until I had a

  son of my own.’ He glanced at Francis. ‘I have much to make amends for,’ he said in a low voice.




  ‘You have nothing at all, as far as I am concerned,’ Francis retorted. ‘You always did your best for me – you gave me to your own brother to bring up as his own, you took

  me into the firm and into your home when I was grown, you came after me to London and gave me help when I wed Rebecca, you’ve looked after us since. Would I have been able to set up my own

  business if I’d not also had the managing of your warehouse? Would Rebecca’s sister Bess be a milliner today? Would Tom be able to think of marrying his Nancy, which I believe is in his

  mind? Would little Daniel and Geoffrey—’




  ‘Enough, enough.’ Jeremiah held up his hand. His face was smiling but Rebecca, casting him a glance, saw that his eyes were unusually bright. ‘Yes. I did all that, but it was

  the very least . . . I always wanted to do more, but while Isabella still lived—’




  ‘You could do nothing. I understood that. And I ask no more of you now.’ Francis disengaged his hands from Rebecca’s and laid them on his father’s. ‘Father, this

  changes nothing. I don’t expect you to go back on your word to your wife. Vivian must remain your heir. If you’ve come to—’




  ‘No, I haven’t come for that, much though I would like to. That has to stand. But there are other conditions that no longer apply.’ Jeremiah had been looking down, at the long,

  young hands that covered his own. Now he raised his head and looked his son full in the face. ‘There is nothing to stop you coming back to Kidderminster now, Francis. That’s what

  I’ve come to ask of you. Come back. Come back and work with me or alone, whichever is your will, but come back to the town where you belong, where I can see you and my grandsons.’ He

  turned his head to look at Rebecca. ‘I need you all in Kidderminster,’ he said quietly. ‘And have done so for this long time. Come back to me, now that you can.’




  Jeremiah would not stay the night. He had to leave at once, to be back in Kidderminster in time for his wife’s funeral. But before he left, he made them promise to

  consider a return to Kidderminster. For there was too much involved, Francis said, to make an immediate answer, and Jeremiah agreed that this was true.




  ‘I’ve always been afraid that it would be so,’ he said, pulling at the whiskers that grew grey around his mouth. ‘The longer you remained in London, the more difficult it

  would be to extricate you. One grows roots, even in a place like this. You’ve made a home here, thanks to Rebecca, you’ve started a business, you have friends. I can see that it

  won’t be easy to leave it all behind.’




  ‘We’ll think about it, all the same,’ Francis promised him, and called Tilly to bring Jeremiah’s hat and coat. ‘We have to talk to Tom and Bessie too. We

  can’t make up our minds without consulting them.’




  ‘Of course not. But perhaps they’ll be glad to come back too. It’s their home as well.’ He looked questioningly at Rebecca. ‘Well, we shall see. They’ve been

  in London longer than you two – they may have forgotten the town where they were born. And glad to forget too, who knows?’




  ‘Indeed they may,’ Francis said soberly when he returned from seeing Jeremiah to the coach. ‘Father seems to have forgotten the reason why Tom and Bessie left Kidderminster in

  the first place. And I hadn’t the heart to remind him just now.’




  ‘Oh, Francis!’ Rebecca stared at him. ‘I’d almost forgotten it myself. But would that old story be remembered now? It’s – how long ago? Ten years. The year

  the wars ended.’




  ‘You think that people will remember Boney’s defeat and forget Jabez Gast’s murder?’ Francis shrugged. ‘Maybe so. But memories are long, Rebecca, and there may be

  some who find it convenient to remember what Tom and Bessie Himley did the night they disappeared from Kidderminster.’




  ‘But they didn’t kill him! It wasn’t murder – Tom’s told us that often enough, and Bessie too. It was an accident – not that he didn’t deserve to die,

  after what he did to Bess—’




  ‘And there’s nobody to tell the magistrate that but Tom and Bessie themselves,’ Francis pointed out. ‘There were never any witnesses. Even Vivian, who helped them to get

  away—’




  He stopped and they looked at each other.




  ‘Vivian,’ he said slowly. ‘Yes, there’s another stumbling block. Is Vivian likely to allow them to return to Kidderminster and say nothing? He’s always sworn he

  would make them pay for the money he gave them to escape—’




  ‘Which he could not admit to,’ Rebecca said swiftly, and Francis smiled.




  ‘No, he couldn’t, could he? But he might find other ways of queering them. Or us.’ He hesitated and looked at her uncertainly. ‘He’s never been entirely my friend,

  you know. And since he learned the truth about my parentage—’




  ‘But your father has said there’s no question of your displacing Vivian as his heir. He made that promise when he married your aunt, and he means to keep it. It was part of their

  marriage contract.’




  ‘All the same, Vivian may not believe that. An unscrupulous man may find it difficult to understand the scruples of an honest one.’




  ‘And is Vivian so unscrupulous?’




  ‘He might be,’ Francis said thoughtfully. ‘Yes, he very well might be.’




  Rebecca stirred the fire into life and stared into the flames, taken back for a moment to the days when she had stirred the library fire at Pagnel House in Kidderminster. Francis would sit

  there, watching her, and both would be thinking of the early mornings, when they met by the same fireplace, Rebecca carrying her housemaid’s box to clean out the cinders and ashes and lay the

  new fire, Francis rising before the rest of the family to read quietly – until he had found the shy housemaid more interesting than any book.




  Vivian had caught her in the library once, she remembered, and shivered at the memory. Vivian, dark-eyed and flamboyantly handsome, had fancied his chance with any woman and particularly a

  housemaid whose position in the house was so fragile, who could be dismissed at a moment’s notice and turned out into the streets for very little reason. Most housemaids would have been

  forced by their circumstances to succumb to him. Rebecca, however, had fought him off and although he had not had her dismissed – perhaps because he relished the challenge of a housemaid who

  did not succumb – she knew that he had neither forgiven nor forgotten.




  Yes, she thought, Vivian was an unscrupulous man. And as he had once held her fate in his hands, so he could now hold that of her brother and sister if they returned to Kidderminster.




  ‘Tom and Bessie don’t have to go back to Kidderminster just because we do,’ she said. ‘Couldn’t they stay here, if they want to, and carry on the businesses?

  Bessie’s just getting on to her feet as a milliner, and it’s what she’s always wanted to do. And Tom and Samuel can go on with the weaving, so long as they have your designs to

  work from.’




  ‘That’s true. But they ought to be given the choice. And for either of them to be afraid ever to go to Kidder . . . it’s a sentence hanging over their heads, Rebecca. And

  Vivian must know by now that Tom works with me. He could bring them to justice at any time – he need only deny their story that he helped them to escape.’




  Rebecca sighed. How quickly, she thought, problems multiplied. A few hours ago, she had no more to worry about than the fog. Now difficulties seemed to be crowding in on her, and to this one she

  could see no solution.




  ‘What do you feel about going back, Francis?’ she asked. ‘Do you want to – or do you feel we belong in London now?’ She looked around the room where they now sat,

  the cheerful, comfortable room behind the parlour. A fire burned brightly in the hearth, a rug of Francis’s design glowed before it and little Daniel played there with a set of wooden bricks.

  She and Francis sat on either side of the fireplace in chairs that were old enough to have shaped themselves to the human body, as shoes will shape themselves to feet. In fact, most of the

  furniture in this room was old and shabby – what money had been available for show had been spent on the parlour – but Rebecca was fond of everything there, and knew that they were both

  far more at ease here than in the formality of their ‘best’ room.




  Here, in her own home, she felt safe, almost invulnerable. Would she – could she – feel as secure if they went back to Kidderminster?




  Francis too had been staring into the fire. Now he lifted his head and looked across at her.




  ‘I’ve thought of going back for so long,’ he said slowly, ‘that it’s become a kind of dream, something I longed for but knew was impossible. And now that it

  is possible – it’s strange, I ought to be overjoyed, making plans to leave at once. But I’m not. I feel, well, almost as if I’d rather it remained a dream.

  I feel almost afraid.’




  ‘Surely that’s just because it’s come so suddenly. You’ve always seen it as something that couldn’t happen for years. Now it’s upon you and you feel

  unprepared.’




  Francis nodded. ‘Perhaps. And yet . . . Somehow, Rebecca, I feel that this is an important turning-point for us. If we stay here in London, life will go on much as it has done. We’ll

  go on with the plans we’ve already made.’ He looked at her and she saw the familiar glow in his eyes, the glow of a passion that had been growing steadily in him ever since they first

  began to work together, here in London. ‘You know what I want most, Rebecca – the dream I have. Setting up our business in a different way, as I’ve already done with Tom and

  Samuel, so that none of us is master, none of us is man – we all work together, sharing our skills and our knowledge, sharing the profits that come from them.’ He leaned forward,

  telling her again the thoughts that crowded his mind, thoughts he had expressed so often and which were growing, developing constantly. ‘None of us could manage without the others. Without

  Tom and Samuel, I’d be no more than Father’s warehouse manager, selling a few designs as well. Without me, Tom and Samuel would be no more than weavers, perhaps with a loom of their

  own, but still dependent on the whims of the manufacturer. But together, together we can make our mark. We can weave our own carpets, sell them to our own customers, develop and expand. So

  it’s only right that we should each share the profits equally.’




  ‘And you really believe that will work in a bigger factory, a factory the size of your father’s,’ Rebecca said, nodding. ‘I believe it too, Francis. It’s a dream I

  share. But my dream goes even further – to weavers who won’t live in hovels as my family did, who won’t starve if their piece isn’t finished by Fall Day, who won’t

  have to scrape for food for their children, scour ditches for water and share firing with their neighbours. All that could happen, Francis, and the masters wouldn’t have to live so very much

  poorer.’




  ‘A lot of people would say it’s a dream of Heaven,’ Francis said soberly. ‘A dream that can never come true. But it can, Rebecca – and we can make it come true.

  Whether it’s here or in Kidderminster, it can all come about. So . . . if we stay here, the warehouse will occupy much of my attention, but the business will expand – at least, we hope

  it will – and grow into a successful concern, making quality rugs and carpets in small quantities for discriminating buyers. We shall move, after a while, to a better house and bring up our

  children the best way we can. It doesn’t sound such a bad life, does it?’




  ‘It, sounds a very good life,’ Rebecca said with a smile. ‘And if we go back?’




  Francis lifted his hands slightly. ‘Who knows? Obviously, Father wants me to go back to work in the family business again – but how will Vivian react to that? He was always a little

  jealous and since he’s known the truth – well, I’ve not seen much of him, it’s true, but when we have met he’s been hostile. Aunt Isabella was his mother, after all.

  How will he take my return? I’m not sure we could ever work well together.’




  ‘No. And now that you have two sons, and he still has only daughters . . .’ Rebecca thought with pity of Maria, Vivian’s wife, still endeavouring to give Vivian the son he

  craved, growing more and more depressed as each baby proved to be a girl. ‘Five of them now. And poor Maria pregnant again, so your father says.’




  ‘And if that turns out to be another . . . I think Vivian will be almost too angry to give her houseroom. Poor little scraps. Oh, they’re not ill-treated – he wouldn’t

  open himself to censure by allowing that. But they’re not loved – not by their father, anyway.’




  ‘But that’s terrible.’ Rebecca stared at him, then down at the baby who played at their feet. Instinctively, she reached down to touch Daniel’s hair. ‘How can

  anyone not love their own babies?’




  Francis smiled. ‘It’s difficult to imagine, I know. But Vivian is different from us, Rebecca. And he wants a son – he needs one, if the family business is to stay under his

  control.’




  ‘And couldn’t one of the girls run it as well as any man?’ she demanded. ‘Oh, well, I suppose not. It isn’t done. But it would save a deal of trouble with

  all this inheriting and marrying if it were done. And I’m sure many women are just as capable as men of doing such things.’




  ‘They might be, if they didn’t marry,’ Francis agreed. ‘But what woman has time to run a complicated business like carpet making as well as oversee a busy household and

  bear children? You’re expecting too much, Rebecca.’




  ‘Yes, I suppose I am. And all this doesn’t help us solve our own problem, does it?’ She looked at him, her dark eyes reflecting the dancing gold of the fire. ‘Do we go

  back to Kidderminster and face whatever problems we may find there? Or do we stay here in London and go on with the life we’ve begun?’




  Francis met her eyes and held them for a long moment. Then he shook his head and turned away.




  ‘My love, I just don’t know. There’s so much to be considered – we can’t decide it all at once. And I think I should talk to Tom before even trying to make a

  decision. He has a right to know what’s happening.’




  ‘He and Bessie,’ Rebecca said. ‘Isn’t it strange, Francis – we’ve been married only a little over two years and already our lives have . . . enlarged, in a

  way. They’re not simply ours any more; they include so many others. Tom and Bessie – they came to London years ago and struggled with poverty until you found them. Samuel, who had done

  no weaving for years and was almost destitute when you and Tom started the loom shop and took him on. And Nancy, who wouldn’t leave her father even when things were at their worst, and is now

  so happy working with Bess at making bonnets.’




  ‘And like to become your sister-in-law, if I’m not mistaken in the look I’ve seen in Tom’s eye lately,’ Francis said with a smile.




  ‘I hope so. She’s a nice girl and Tom ought to have some happiness. But what I’m saying, Francis, is that all these people depend on us in some way. We’re not really free

  to decide for ourselves. Any decision we make now must include all these others.’




  Daniel dropped one of his wooden bricks on to a finger and began to cry. Rebecca bent and lifted him into her lap, kissing the injured hand and murmuring soft words of comfort.




  She was nineteen years old and already aware of her responsibilities; and when she thought back to the weaver’s hovel where she had been born, to her early days as her father’s

  drawer, she wondered how she had ever come to be here, the wife of Francis Pagnel, the mother of his children.




  And where would life take her next?




  ‘Go back to Kidder?’ Tom said doubtfully. He glanced at his two sisters: Bessie, with her yellow hair and slightly prominent blue eyes and the bold look she had

  always had about her, and Rebecca, still a slender girl in spite of her two children, dark as their father had been and with the same firmness about her small mouth. Will Himley had been a cottage

  weaver, jealous of his independence, determined never to become a factory man. Too determined, perhaps; for independence had not been enough to prevent him and his wife Fanny dying in poverty from

  cold and starvation.




  ‘Don’t you think it’s a good idea, Tom?’ Rebecca asked. She passed him a platter of cheese. ‘Would you rather stay in London?’




  He glanced at her as he cut a slice of cheese and laid it on a thick slice of bread. They were sharing their supper, as they often did. Bessie had finished hers and was trimming a bonnet, while

  Rebecca held the baby Geoffrey on her lap.




  ‘No, I don’t know as I’d rather stay here,’ he said slowly. ‘Kidder’s always been home, though it’s long enough now since we saw it, Bess and

  me. But – going back – that’s summat different. That needs thinking about.’




  ‘Because of old Jabez, you mean,’ Rebecca said quietly, and Bessie dropped her work in her lap.




  ‘Well, of course because of him!’ Her voice was high and nervous. ‘You know what they think happened – Tom and me did for him. Well, maybe we did but it were an accident

  – Tom never meant to kill him, he just went for him to get him away from me. Jabez would be alive today if he’d never—’ Her hands shook as she tried to pick up her work

  again, and she laid it back on her knees. ‘But what’s the use? No one ’ud believe us.’




  ‘No, I’m afraid they wouldn’t,’ Francis said soberly. ‘They might – but we can’t take the risk. But is it any less risk to stay here?’




  Bessie stared at him. ‘What d’you mean?’




  ‘Well, Tom’s working with me quite openly. Vivian must be aware of it, or if he isn’t he will be before long. He could as easily set the constables on to you here as in

  Kidderminster.’ Bessie drew her breath in sharply and Francis laid a hand on her arm. ‘Don’t be frightened, Bess. He’s done nothing yet and may not intend to. But we ought

  to be sure. We ought to make sure.’




  ‘How can we do that?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ Francis said, ‘but I think I must go back to Kidderminster, at least for a visit. Perhaps then it will be easier to decide what is the right thing to do

  – for us all.’ He looked at Rebecca. ‘Will you come with me, my love?’




  ‘Of course. But I shall have to bring the babies – I can’t leave them here. And where should we stay? Your father could hardly—’




  ‘No, we’ll stay with Pa – with my uncle and aunt in Church Row.’ Francis stumbled over the title; he had been accustomed since a baby from calling his Uncle Geoffrey

  ‘Papa’, had grown up looking on him as his father and his Aunt Enid as mother. ‘It’s time I saw them again anyway. They’re ageing fast.’




  ‘I think that’s a good idea,’ Tom said. ‘Get an idea of the lie of the land. Maybe once you see Kidder again you’ll not be so keen to go back. I hear things ent too

  good there these days, no more’n here in London.’




  ‘That’s true, I’m afraid.’ Francis frowned. ‘Business is bad everywhere. That’s the trouble with luxury industries, they’re the first to suffer when

  times are hard. Yet there are still plenty of people with money who are ready to pay well for fine quality goods. Not everyone will go to the wall, and as long as we maintain our

  quality—’




  ‘Which, with your designs and Samuel and Tom’s weaving, we will,’ Rebecca said.




  ‘—then we shall survive,’ Francis finished with a quick smile at his wife. ‘After all, we’ve survived so far.’ He glanced at Tom and Bessie. ‘You two in

  particular have survived.’




  ‘It’s not been easy, though,’ Bessie said grimly, and Rebecca looked at her, noticing again the tired look on Bessie’s face, the strain that showed around her eyes and

  mouth when her face was in repose. Bessie had never really recovered from those years when she and Tom had been forced to live by their wits; she had never confided in Rebecca exactly how they had

  lived, nor had Francis told her in just what circumstances he had discovered her sister, but Rebecca guessed that Bessie had been forced to sink low in order to live at all.




  Now, however, she seemed to have turned her back on her past life and to be happy with her small shop where she and Samuel’s daughter Nancy made hats and bonnets. It was hard enough work,

  and barely paid enough to keep them both, but Bessie was confident that she would soon be able to employ another girl or two, and so expand as Tom and Francis were expanding their own business.




  ‘All the same,’ Rebecca said to Francis sometimes, ‘I wish she wouldn’t work quite so hard. That recurrent fever she gets worries me. It doesn’t last long, I know,

  but while she has it she’s miserable with the rash and headache it brings, and it seems to take her longer each time to recover. And I don’t believe those potions Sal gives her do any

  good at all.’




  But Bessie seemed well enough now, though she was clearly alarmed by the thought that her and Tom’s trouble, although ten years old, might still catch up with them.




  ‘I’ll talk to my father when we’re in Kidderminster,’ Francis said decisively. ‘He’s a magistrate and he has all our best interests at heart. He won’t

  allow you to be wrongly treated, Tom. And it would be best to have the matter cleared up.’




  ‘Ah, it would that.’ Tom looked relieved. He had always hated living under a cloud, and to be wanted for murder – he who had always refused even to pilfer ends of wool from his

  own employer – had been a shadow over him for too long. ‘I’d be glad to get it settled, whether we goes back to Kidderminster or no.’




  ‘That’s decided, then.’ Francis helped himself to ale. ‘Rebecca and I go back for a visit while you stay here and look after the business. And as soon as we can,

  we’ll be back with news.’




  ‘And if you decide to go back and we want to stay?’ Tom looked at him with some anxiety. ‘You move the business and we has to move with it, willy nilly. That’s Bess and

  Sam and Nancy and me, all of us.’




  ‘I know. And you’ll do nothing you don’t want to do.’ Francis put out his hand and Tom laid his against it. ‘Whatever Rebecca and I decide to do won’t have

  any adverse effect on you, Tom. You have my word on that.’




  Tom gave him a steady look, then nodded. They shook hands across the table, and Rebecca caught Bessie’s eye and gave her a smile.




  ‘You can believe it,’ she said quietly. ‘Francis never goes back on his word.’




  ‘Let’s hope he don’t have to,’ Bessie said. ‘You know what promises are – like piecrusts. Easy broken.’




  Rebecca shook her head. She remembered what Bessie had been like as a girl, bouncing off to the carpet factory of a morning, giggling with her friend Nell and looking out of the corners of her

  eyes at the men. Life had been an adventure then, even though there had been precious little comfort to be had in the Himley cottage, and Bess had gone off each morning as if today were the day

  when life would change for ever. As it had indeed; but at night, not during the day, and in a way she could never have imagined.




  Bessie’s light had dimmed then and it had never really brightened again. And Rebecca looked at her and felt a stirring of the old rage against a system, a way of life, that put girls at

  such risk, that resulted in such tragedies.




  She thought again of the poverty that lay outside in the teeming streets of London, too immense, it seemed, ever to be put right. But in a smaller town like Kidderminster, perhaps such

  injustices could be overturned. Perhaps there, people with compassion and imagination could bring about a better way of life.




  She found herself hoping suddenly that Francis would decide to move back to Kidderminster, and take the whole family with him. Get Bessie into cleaner air; give them all the chance of making a

  good, healthy life.




  Give herself and Francis the opportunity to realise what he often referred to as his Dream.




  
 





   




   




   




   




  Chapter Two




   




   




   




   




  Kidderminster had begun to change in the two years or so since Rebecca and Francis had left it. More houses had been built for workmen in the various industries that were

  growing up – principally that of carpet making, which had flourished here since the end of the previous century. But there were also many smaller concerns: shoemakers, watchmakers, joiners

  and ironmongers, a number of tailors and straw hat makers and even one or two still making the bombazine for which Kidderminster had once been famous.




  ‘It’s growing,’ Rebecca observed as they caught their first glimpse of the town across the winter-silent fields. ‘There are already streets we’ve never seen,

  Francis.’




  ‘It’s the same everywhere.’ Francis held Daniel up to the window of the coach. ‘Look, Danny, this is where your grandfather lives. Villages are becoming towns, and towns

  growing bigger and more crowded. No wonder people are becoming restless about the parliamentary system. It’s quite wrong that a tiny hamlet, with no more than forty or fifty inhabitants,

  should be able to return two Members, while a place like Kidderminster has none at all. How can improvements ever be brought about while the people have no voice?’




  ‘They have no voice as it is,’ Rebecca said. ‘My father never had the vote, nor any weaver I ever knew. And those who can vote are often forced to elect a man they don’t

  want, because he’s their employer or landlord. Where’s the justice in that?’




  ‘There’s none at all. Nor ever will be, unless the people themselves take a hand in bringing about reform.’




  ‘As they did in Manchester, five years ago?’ Rebecca said, and they both fell silent, thinking of the terrible day that had been dubbed the Massacre of Peterloo. ‘Women and

  children, come out to attend a peaceful meeting, dressed in their best clothes, cut down by the cavalry’s swords?’ she went on, her voice trembling. ‘How can people take a hand,

  when such frightful things can happen?’




  ‘All the same, it’s sometimes the only way.’ The coach rattled into the streets of Kidderminster and Francis began to gather up their packages. ‘And it does those poor

  folk no good if we all draw back and do nothing. Reform never comes about by people sitting at home and putting up with injustice.’




  They were drawing into the inn yard now, and Daniel was jumping excitedly up and down, anxious to be out of the cramped interior of the coach. Tilly, who had been huddling mute in the corner,

  clearly feeling miserably ill from the motion and longing for the journey to be over, pulled herself upright and rubbed a hand wearily over her pale face. Rebecca wrapped Geoffrey in his shawl and

  peered out through the window. She thought of the day she had left Kidderminster, disgraced and in despair, believing she had lost Francis for ever.




  ‘I never imagined I’d be coming back like this,’ she said as they climbed out and stood for a moment making sure they had all their possessions safe. ‘As your wife, the

  mother of your children . . . Francis, you don’t regret anything, do you?’




  ‘Regret anything? Why, what should I regret – except those months when you were so alone? I would certainly give a good deal for you not to have suffered them.’ He looked down

  at her, then slipped an arm around her shoulders. ‘But as for what went before, and what has come since – no, my love, there’s nothing to regret. And everything to be thankful

  for.’




  They smiled at each other, sharing one of their moments of complete communication amidst the bustle and noise of the yard. Then they heard a voice close by, speaking their names, and both turned

  with pleasure.




  ‘Mother!’ The word still came most easily to Francis’s tongue as he bent to kiss the woman who had brought him up as her own. ‘But what are you doing here on such a cold

  day? You should have stayed at home and waited for us to come.’ He glanced around. ‘Isn’t my uncle here with you?’




  Enid Pagnel shook her head and turned to embrace Rebecca. Her greeting was warm and unfeigned; there was no hostility here towards the serving maid who had married Francis only weeks before the

  birth of their son. And when she had kissed Rebecca she turned at once to the children, the baby in Rebecca’s arms, the excited little boy tugging at her skirt.




  ‘They’re beautiful, both of them,’ she exclaimed. ‘Daniel’s just like you, Rebecca, with those lovely dark brown eyes. And Geoffrey—’ she parted the

  shawl with gentle fingers and peeped at the sleeping face ‘—why, he’s exactly like you were when you were a baby, Francis!’




  Francis laughed. ‘Well, we all have to have some cross to bear. Perhaps he’ll grow out of it. Now, let’s get some conveyance to take our luggage to Church Row. Where

  is my uncle? Has something delayed him?’




  Enid shook her head again and Rebecca noticed that she looked tired and drawn, her face showing her age now that her first excitement at seeing them was over.




  ‘He’s had a chill lately, and you know how they always settle on his chest. I thought it better for him to wait at home. I ordered a cart to carry your boxes – it’s

  waiting over there. Perhaps Rebecca and the babies would like to ride, and we could walk, Francis.’




  ‘Indeed not,’ Rebecca said firmly, before Francis could answer. ‘You must ride, Mrs Pagnel, and take Geoffrey for me, if you will. It’s no more than a step from here, and

  Daniel and I will be glad of the exercise – won’t we, Danny? You’d like to walk, wouldn’t you?’




  The little boy nodded eagerly but within a few minutes began to regret his agreement, and Francis lifted him to his shoulder and carried him through the town to where Church Row climbed the hill

  from the old Bull Ring to the open space in front of the tall red church. Here, in one of the old houses that leaned out across the narrow way, Francis had grown up, known to everybody as the

  adopted son of Geoffrey and Enid Pagnel.




  Francis had known from an early age that he was not their natural son. It had never made any difference to his feeling for them – to him they had always been his parents, Mother and Papa.

  And when Jeremiah had told him the story of his love for the gentle governess who had been Francis’s mother, and the tragic way of her death, Francis had found it difficult to realise that

  they were in truth uncle and aunt. Geoffrey had suggested that he should now be acknowledged as Francis’s uncle; but Enid was all the mother Francis had ever known, and he kept the

  affectionate title for her, knowing how precious it was to her.




  ‘I wonder what’s really the matter with Uncle Geoffrey,’ he said now as he strode by Rebecca’s side, Daniel perched high on his shoulder. ‘These chills and colds of

  his worry me. I hope it isn’t serious.’




  ‘Well, we’ll soon see for ourselves,’ Rebecca said comfortingly, but she too felt uneasy. There had been something in Enid’s face and voice that hinted at more than a

  chill. And Geoffrey Pagnel had never looked strong. Thin, bent and bookish, he had spent his life in study and teaching in the King Charles I Grammar School, with little thought for anything else

  save his family. Nobody would have thought that he was brother to Jeremiah, so big and hearty, so full of energy and ambition.




  The carter was already unloading the boxes when they arrived, and Tilly was staggering to the door with the first of them as Francis and Rebecca came up the street. Francis lifted Daniel from

  his shoulder and set him down, and Rebecca took his hand to keep him out of the way. The Pagnels’ servant came out to help with the luggage, but there was no sign of Geoffrey. Her uneasiness

  grew.




  ‘Come in out of the cold,’ Enid drew her inside and they stood for a moment accustoming their eyes to the darkness while the luggage was stacked around them. ‘There should be a

  good fire burning in the library.’ She took Rebecca’s arm, urging her gently along the narrow passage. ‘And I ordered tea to be made as soon as we arrived – you’ll

  need something to warm you after that dreadful journey. I’ve always hated coach journeys – not that I’ve had to travel very much, thank goodness.’




  She opened a door and Rebecca went into the small, cosy room where Geoffrey and Enid spent most of their time. It was warm, with a bright fire burning in the grate, and a tray of cups and

  saucers already on the table. But Rebecca’s eyes were not on the tray; instead, she looked at the figure sitting hunched in the chair by the fire.




  Geoffrey Pagnel had aged badly since she had last seen him, when he and Enid had come to London only six months ago. His fair hair, then grey, had completely whitened and the pink of his scalp

  showed through its sparseness. The lines on his face had deepened and his eyes had sunk into dark hollows; yet as Rebecca approached, he raised his head and the same sweet, though now rather weary,

  smile lightened his countenance.




  ‘Rebecca my dear . . . so good to see you.’ He lifted a thin hand and she took it, disturbed by its fragility; she felt almost as if she might crack the bones by holding too tightly.

  She sank down beside him, trying not to show her alarm. ‘And is Francis with you? And the children?’




  ‘Yes, we’re all here. And all well. But you – how are you? Mrs Pagnel said you’d had a chill.’




  ‘Aunt Enid, please,’ Enid’s voice said from behind her. ‘And Uncle Geoffrey – isn’t that right, Geoff?’




  ‘Most certainly, most certainly.’ His voice was thin, as weak as the rest of him. ‘Well, I have been a little poorly, but I’m on the mend now, on the mend, aren’t

  I, Enid, my dear? Yes, I’ll soon be up and about again.’




  Rebecca looked at him, then turned her face up to Enid Pagnel, just in time to catch a strange expression that was immediately replaced by a cheerful smile. Rebecca felt a twinge of fear. Was

  Geoffrey seriously ill?




  But before she could speak, or even think what to say, Francis was in the room, leading Daniel by the hand, and she moved away so that he could greet his uncle. She saw his look of shock,

  mirroring her own, and gently disengaged Daniel’s hand from his father’s, so that Francis could give his full attention to the old man in the chair.




  ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Enid murmured as they withdrew to the other side of the room. ‘But it really has been no more than a chill. They always affect him like

  this – he’ll be his old self in a day or two.’




  ‘Has a doctor seen him?’ Rebecca asked, and Enid shook her head.




  ‘There’s not much a doctor can do. I know Geoffrey’s chest, and what soothes it best. And since he began to suffer with his joints, he does seem to have these attacks more

  often, but the liniment I make up helps with the pain.’




  Rebecca sighed. She knew that Enid was probably right; there was little a doctor could do. Geoffrey had never been strong, and now he was growing old, and there was nothing anyone could do to

  prevent his ageing. And only a few fortunate people lived into a painfree and healthy old age; most, in her experience, died miserably.




  ‘Let me take you upstairs,’ Enid said. ‘You must want to wash, and Daniel wants something to eat and drink, I know.’ She looked down at the little boy and her face was

  filled with tenderness. How sad, Rebecca thought, that she had never been able to have children of her own; and how fortunate that she had been able and willing to take Francis and bring him up as

  her son. Fortunate for both herself and for Francis.




  ‘I must feed Geoffrey, too,’ Rebecca said as the baby stirred in his shawls. She felt the familiar ache in her breasts, the tingling that told her that milk was coming, ready for him

  to suck. ‘He loves his meals, Geoffrey does – I’ve never had any problem feeding him.’




  ‘You feed him yourself?’ They were outside the room now; Enid would never have discussed such a matter in the presence of the men.




  ‘Of course. Why not?’ But Rebecca knew quite well why not. It was unfashionable in some circles to feed one’s own baby – many women employed a wetnurse. ‘Aunt Enid,

  if you could see the conditions poor women live in in London . . . the thought of one of them feeding my baby makes me shudder. And Francis and I don’t move in fashionable circles anyway

  – we’re really no more than tradespeople, and happy enough to be so.’




  ‘For the time being, perhaps.’ Enid led the way up the steep, narrow stairs. ‘But Francis has too much talent to remain a tradesman.’




  ‘I know. His designs are already attracting attention.’ Rebecca followed her into the room at the top of the stairs. ‘Oh, this is lovely! Is this where we’re to

  sleep?’




  ‘I hope it will be all right.’ Enid straightened the bed cover. ‘I’m sorry you have to have the children in here with you too, but we have very little room, as you know.

  I suppose Daniel could have slept with your maid, but she has to share with ours so—’




  ‘It’s perfectly all right. We don’t mind a bit, having Daniel with us. We have to have the baby anyway, he still needs his night feed. And Daniel will love his little

  bed.’ Rebecca looked around the room with its crooked floor and small windows leaning out over the narrow street. ‘You really didn’t need to go to so much trouble. Was this

  Francis’s room when he lived here?’




  ‘Yes, before he went to live at Pagnel House.’ Enid too glanced around, her eyes soft with memories. ‘He was such a good son to me, so affectionate – I was sorry to lose

  him. But it had always been understood that when Jeremiah took him into the business he would go to live with the family. Like any other apprentice, really, lodging with the master. I knew it must

  happen, but I was sad when the time came.’




  ‘Of course you were,’ Rebecca said gently. ‘But you never really lost Francis, you know. He’s always thought of you as his mother, and this house as home.’




  ‘I know. I’ve never doubted his affection.’ Enid looked at her. ‘And it’s easy to see he loves you too, Rebecca. You’ve clearly made him very

  happy.’




  ‘No happier than he’s made me,’ Rebecca said. ‘We love each other very much, Aunt Enid.’




  They stood quietly for a moment, then Daniel grew bored and began to scramble up on to the big bed. Rebecca laughed and pulled him back, then turned to take the baby from Enid’s arms.




  ‘I must feed him now. He’ll be crying if I don’t. I’ll sit here in this chair.’




  ‘And I’ll take Daniel downstairs and give him some milk. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Daniel? And perhaps Jenny might have made some cakes for your tea. Let’s go

  and see, shall we?’




  ‘Tilly,’ Daniel said, and Enid nodded.




  ‘Yes, we’ll see Tilly too – I daresay she and Jenny are getting to know one another.’ She smiled at Rebecca. ‘Come down whenever you’re ready, my dear. I want

  you to look on this as your home.’




  She departed, closing the door behind her, and Rebecca unbuttoned her dress to feed Geoffrey. The baby fastened upon her nipple and began to suck strongly, and she felt the familiar tide of

  warmth spread through her body as she looked down at the fair head. Feeding her baby never failed to increase her love for him, and she knew a pang of pity for those women who never experienced it.

  Did they realise what they were missing? she wondered. And what their babies were missing too?




  Love, it seemed to Rebecca, must be the most important thing in the world.




  The next few days were spent in reacquainting themselves with Kidderminster. Apart from the new streets and buildings which had appeared while Rebecca and Francis had been in

  London, there did not seem to have been much change. The streets were still filled in the mornings and evenings with people hurrying to work, the sky was dark with smoke from the tall factory

  chimneys, the air clattered with the noise of machinery. And the River Stour was still coloured with the dyes of the wool which was to be woven into carpets, the brilliant reds and greens and blues

  swirling away from the skeins as they were dipped into the water on the ends of long poles. Rebecca stopped to watch for a moment.




  ‘I used to see them doing this when my mother was taking me to the bobbin-winding shop,’ she told Francis. ‘I always thought it looked so lovely at first – all those

  colours swishing about and merging into each other. Beautiful enough for a carpet design. But you hardly have time to admire it before they’ve all mixed up and turned into nothing but a

  dirty-looking soup.’




  ‘You didn’t ever actually work in the bobbin-winding shop, did you?’ Francis asked. ‘I thought you drew for your father.’




  ‘Oh yes, I did, once I was eight years old. Bessie had been doing it until then, but once I was big enough she went to the factory and I stayed at home. But Mam had to take me with her,

  and I used to sort out bits of wool and do little jobs like that, or else just sit in a corner. I had to behave myself, though.’ She smiled a little ruefully. ‘I once almost caused poor

  Mam to be dismissed – the overseer said she was winding too loose and threw her bobbin down the shed. And I went for him and shouted that he was being unfair – which he was. But you

  must never talk back to an overseer. Poor Mam had to grovel and beg almost on her knees to keep her job that day.’ She gazed down at the murky-water and sighed. ‘I never forgot how I

  felt about it. I was very young – five or six, no more. But it all seemed so unfair, and there was nothing to be done about it. And it’s not so very different now, is it.’




  ‘No,’ Francis said, ‘not so very different.’




  They walked on in silence, approaching the big carpet shop where Pagnel’s best carpets were made. Francis was to meet Jeremiah there and see some of his newest designs being produced. As

  they came near the big building, the door opened and a tall man with dark curly hair and a florid complexion stepped through it.




  Rebecca tightened her hand on Francis’s arm.




  The man saw them and stopped; then he came forward, holding out his hand.




  ‘Frank, by all that’s wonderful! So you really have come back to honour Kidderminster with your presence again.’ He grasped Francis’s hand and pumped it up and down.

  ‘I thought the lights of London had got you for good this time. And this is your beautiful wife – Rebecca, isn’t it?’




  He turned away from Francis and stared at her, and she returned his look as coolly as she knew how. Surely he must remember seeing her about Pagnel House, carrying heavy trays to the dining

  room, bringing hot water for his morning wash, stoking up the fire with fresh coals . . . and surely he must remember that day when he had trapped her in one of the warehouses and tried to force

  himself on her. And again, in the library at the house. Both times she had been forced to use violence to defend herself, and she knew that Vivian was not a man to forget either defeat or

  humiliation.




  And he had not forgotten. She saw the memory in his eyes, and a look on his face that told her he had not forgiven, either. Vivian Pagnel rarely, if ever, forgave.




  ‘Well, well, well,’ he said softly. ‘Little Rebecca. Yes, I remember you well. And so now I am to call you cousin, am I?’




  ‘You may call me what you wish,’ she said steadily, and he laughed, a harsh, abrupt laugh that sent a chill through her bones. But he said no more, merely turned to Francis with

  every appearance of friendliness and took his arm.




  ‘You were coming to see the workshops, I imagine? Well, you must come in, both of you. I’m sure Rebecca – Cousin Rebecca – isn’t too fine to walk around a

  carpet shop. Her sister worked here, after all – in this very one, I believe. It was Butts your sister worked for, wasn’t it, Cousin Rebecca? And let’s see, who was the weaver she

  drew for – Gast, was it not? Jabez Gast?’




  Rebecca drew back. How had it happened that she and Francis, absorbed in watching the river and talking, had not realised that they were approaching the building where Bessie and Tom had had

  that fateful encounter with Jabez Gast? She gave Francis a look of wild appeal, but caught Vivian’s eye on her, sardonically waiting, and knew that she could not give him the satisfaction of

  refusing to go into the building. Instead, she lifted her chin and met his eyes steadily.




  ‘I believe it was,’ she answered. ‘Though I was too young to know much about it at the time. But I daresay you’ve had a good many other accidents in the carpet shops

  since then.’




  Vivian lifted his eyebrows and laughed. ‘An accident, eh? Well, no doubt you all felt better for calling it that. But it was a long time ago, and who is to say now what the truth was?

  There were no witnesses, after all.’




  ‘No,’ Francis said, ‘and therefore no reason for Bessie and Tom not to come back to Kidderminster where they belong.’




  Vivian stared at him. ‘They’re not thinking of that, are they? Oh, I know you’re in touch with them in London – the brother works with you, you could hardly expect to

  hide it. But I never thought that either he or you would have the gall—’




  ‘And why not?’ Francis stopped and faced him, withdrawing his arm. ‘It was an accident, and as you say yourself there were no witnesses. Why shouldn’t they come back?

  What have you got against their return, Vivian? Tom was nothing but a half-weaver and Bessie a draw-girl when they left – what can it possibly be to you?’




  Vivian’s colour deepened. ‘You know what—’




  ‘Yes. You told me, that day when we found Bessie and realised what she’d come to.’ He gave Rebecca a quick glance of apology. ‘You gave them money to escape, and you

  thought you’d bought them both. And when you found you hadn’t, you nursed a grudge for years. But you surely don’t still hold that against them. It’s ten years and more ago,

  for heaven’s sake. It’s water under the bridge.’




  Vivian looked at him and hesitated. To Rebecca, watching the flush on his already reddened face and seeing the tension in his jaw, he seemed about to explode. Then he released his breath slowly,

  and smiled.




  ‘Water under the bridge . . .’ He turned and looked at the Stour flowing past them, turbid with the dyes that had merged into a bruise of muddied colours. ‘Yes, you’re

  right, Frank. Of course it is. We’ll say no more about it.’ He turned and offered his arm to Rebecca, bowing with impeccable courtesy. ‘Forgive me. I’ve been thoughtless

  – will it disturb you to come into the carpet shop, or would you rather I found someone to escort you home? I would not wish to embarrass you.’




  Rebecca looked at him doubtfully, but his dark eyes looked back at her with apparently total candour. There was nothing she could do but accept his arm and murmur that no, she wasn’t

  embarrassed in the least and did not wish for an escort home.




  All the same, she could not rid herself of the feeling that there was a hint of something else behind Vivian’s candid look – a glint of laughter, perhaps – and a sense that

  some new idea was forming and taking root.




  And a reminder that he had not forgotten those previous encounters of theirs.




  ‘No,’ Rebecca said a few days later, ‘nothing has really changed.’




  She and Francis were eating dinner with Jeremiah. Vivian was present too; Jeremiah had bidden him and Maria for a ‘family welcome’ but Maria had sent a message saying she was

  ‘slightly unwell’. Rebecca sat quietly, saying little, as her husband and his father slowly relaxed together and Vivian talked urbanely, as if the four of them shared a meal two or

  three times a week. Jeremiah was clearly relieved by his adopted son’s apparent acceptance of having Francis and Rebecca in Kidderminster again.




  ‘What kind of changes did you expect?’ He gestured to the butler to pour more wine. ‘There’s been a deal of new building.’




  ‘Oh yes, we saw that at once,’ Rebecca said. ‘And new factories too, in spite of the poorness of trade. But for the people who live in those houses and work in the factories,

  nothing has changed at all. The poverty’s still there, as cruel as ever. I thought it was worse in London than it could ever be anywhere else. But coming here again has brought it all back .

  . . Mr Pagnel, there are people starving here, and nobody seems to care.’




  ‘But of course people care,’ Vivian said easily. ‘We pay our poor rates, which are high enough in all conscience, they’re well looked after in the workhouse, and outdoor

  relief is given. What more can be done? There are always some who sink to the bottom of the heap, no matter what’s done to help them.’




  ‘I’m afraid that’s true,’ Jeremiah agreed, but Rebecca shook her head.




  ‘It may be true of the real paupers – the ones who have nothing at all. I agree, they do have the workhouse, where they’re fed and clothed. It’s some of the working

  people who distress me. Men working such long hours for so little pay that they have to rely on little children to help support the family – and those children working as long hours as their

  fathers. I know about this, Mr Pagnel – I came from such a family. And it seems to me that nothing’s improved, nor shows any sign of improving.’




  ‘Rebecca’s right,’ Francis said. ‘We pay our weavers too little, and it’s the same in all trades. And live comfortably ourselves – where’s the justice

  in that?’




  Jeremiah glanced round the well-furnished room. ‘Most of this didn’t come from carpets,’ he said uneasily. ‘A good deal was bought by my wife when we first married. It

  was her fortune that enabled me to set my business on its feet—’




  ‘And gave employment to these same distressed weavers,’ Vivian interposed, ‘who might well have died of starvation by now if my mother’s money had not been so used. Pay

  them too little? They should be grateful to be paid at all.’




  ‘Nevertheless, they have a right to be paid a living wage for the job they do,’ Francis said. Rebecca saw that he was pale and knew that he was beginning to be angry. She could feel

  the tension in him and tried to find some way to diffuse it.




  ‘Tell me about the new weaving process,’ she invited Vivian. ‘It sounds a very romantic story. Francis tells me it was invented by a Frenchman and bears his own name.’

  Francis had told her a good deal more than that – in fact, she probably knew as much about it as either Vivian or Jeremiah. But asking a man to explain technical matters was, she had found, a

  quicker way to his heart than through his stomach.




  ‘Jacquard, yes,’ Vivian said carelessly. ‘Some French weaver, quite a poor sort of fellow, I understand, but he happened to hit on an idea that looks as if it might prove quite

  valuable. It simplifies the whole process of pattern-making – and at the same time makes it possible to produce a wider range of design. I believe Broom’s looking into it, with a view

  to trying it out. It’s never been used for carpet manufacture before, you see, only for silks and such – but there’s no reason why it shouldn’t do very well.’ He

  turned away as if to return to the subject of the weavers and their wages.




  ‘It uses paper rolls, doesn’t it?’ Rebecca persisted. ‘I can’t quite see how—’




  Vivian smiled kindly at her. ‘No, it must be difficult for you to picture such a thing. But I’ll try to explain. You see, the paper, or rather card, punched with holes that

  correspond with the pattern required, is hung on to a wooden cylinder drilled with – oh – several hundred holes. The pattern’s worked out through the holes in the card catching on

  pegs which make the warps rise to form the correct shed. The holes allow the ends of these pegs, or hooks, to go through, leaving the warps not required to rest in the back of the

  carpet.’




  Rebecca visualised the process, thinking of the years she had spent drawing for her father; hour upon hour, standing beside him, drawing the lashes towards her, inserting first the wooden

  ‘sword’ then the terry wire, until her arms, legs and back ached.




  ‘It must make the work a good deal easier for the drawer,’ she remarked, and Vivian shrugged and said carelessly that it probably did.




  ‘Not that that will prevent them from expecting higher wages,’ he added caustically, but Rebecca was glad to see that Francis did not rise to this. Instead, he asked whether Jeremiah

  had any plans to install the new process in his own factories.




  ‘No doubt we shall in time,’ Vivian answered. ‘But Father thinks it’s better to wait and see how John Broom manages before taking any risks of our own. And Jacquard does

  have disadvantages too – it’s not the saviour of carpet manufacture, by any means.’




  ‘Oh?’ Francis said interrogatively.




  ‘Size is the greatest problem,’ Jeremiah said. ‘The loom has to be so large, so high, that many of the smaller loom-shops would be quite unable to house it, and it would be

  totally out of the question in any weaver’s cottage. And we rely very much on our independent weavers, as you know. Men like your father, my dear—’ He looked at Rebecca with

  embarrassment; they all knew that Rebecca’s father had died in poverty, from starvation as much as from the growth that had finally stopped him working. ‘We should have to build new

  loom-shops to accommodate these Jacquard looms, and trade simply isn’t good enough at the present time. We’re all interested in it, but only John Broom has taken any steps towards

  actually trying it.’




  ‘And he’ll be the one to make his fortune by it,’ Vivian said tersely.




  ‘Or to earn his bankruptcy by it,’ Jeremiah returned with equal curtness.




  There was a brief silence. Rebecca wondered if her attempts at tact had not brought about a worse situation than that which she had tried to avoid. But after a moment or two, Vivian laughed and

  exclaimed, ‘Why are we all so solemn? Here are Francis and his lovely bride come back to us and we sit with long faces! Let’s toast the pair of them.’ He lifted his glass.

  ‘To the Pagnels of London – good health and many years of happiness to you.’




  Jeremiah lifted his glass also, and Rebecca met Francis’s eyes across the table and saw that he too had noticed the barb that Vivian had included in his apparently sincere good wishes.




  The Pagnels of London. Where Vivian had thought them safely ensconced. Where he wanted them to return.




  ‘Vivian tosses aside the plight of the weavers very lightly,’ Francis remarked as they returned to Church Row. ‘And did you notice how little he sees the

  unions as a threat? Not surprising, when one considers how trades unions have been treated in the courts, with men transported and hanged – but we can’t simply dismiss them out of hand.

  The feeling’s there – it won’t go away.’




  ‘No, indeed.’ Rebecca remembered her father talking to her about such things. No one had been more independent than Will Himley, to his eventual cost, but he had seen the wisdom of

  men banding together against the injustice of their employers. ‘Yet surely if everyone would accept your idea of the co-operative movements, it would be better.’




  ‘I’m sure it would. And it needn’t be restricted to the carpet trade. It could apply to any trade. Everyone subscribes, everyone works and draws a sensible wage, everyone

  shares in the profit. There would be none of this distinction then between manufacturers and men, with the one living in luxury in a grand house and the other scraping a living in a hovel. Those

  who worked hardest would be the richest – or better still, everyone would be equally well paid. Not everyone is able to work so hard – they shouldn’t be penalised for their

  infirmities or ill luck.’




  ‘I believe it used to be like that,’ Rebecca said as they came into Church Row and began to climb the hill. ‘Manufacturers lived close by their weavers, and all in similar

  conditions. What happened? Why did it change?’




  ‘Greed,’ Francis said soberly. ‘They kept too much of the profits. Now most manufacturers neither know nor care how their weavers live, and they’ve even managed to

  persuade themselves that the poverty they can’t avoid seeing is the weavers’ own fault.’




  They were at the door of Geoffrey Pagnel’s house. The moon shone down from a clear sky, lighting the narrow street. As Francis raised his hand to knock, the door swung open.




  ‘Oh, sir!’ Tilly exclaimed, her hand flying to her breast. ‘Oh, thank goodness you’re here. I was just coming out to see if you was in sight yet. Oh sir, I don’t

  hardly know how to tell you. The master – the missus—’




  ‘What is it?’ Francis demanded, staring at the quivering little figure. ‘What’s happened?’




  ‘Oh sir – ma’am – sir—’ But Tilly could say no more. She broke down in a fit of tears, her hands covering her face, her thin shoulders shaking, and Rebecca

  pushed Francis aside and took her by the shoulders.




  ‘Tilly, what’s wrong? Pull yourself together, child, and tell us – is it the master? Mr Pagnel? Has he been taken ill again?’




  Tilly nodded violently, then shook her head. She tried to speak but the words were distorted and incoherent. Gently, Rebecca pulled her hands from her face and Tilly looked up at her with

  tear-blotched eyes, her mouth twisted with grief.




  ‘Is he dead?’ Rebecca asked quietly, and heard Francis draw in his breath.




  ‘Oh, ma’am!’ Tilly cried, and flung herself against Rebecca in an agony of weeping.




  A sound caused Rebecca to raise her eyes. Holding Tilly against her, she peered into the shadows of the passage and saw Enid standing there, clad in a wrapper, her face white, her eyes hollow.

  For a long moment, they gazed at each other, and then Rebecca put Tilly away from her and reached out for the older woman.




  ‘Go into the kitchen, Tilly,’ she said, ‘and make some tea for everybody. Aunt Enid, come into the library and tell us what has happened. Francis . . .’




  ‘Yes,’ he said in a voice almost too low to hear, and as the two women went towards the library he began slowly to ascend the stairs.




  ‘He said he felt a little unwell,’ Enid said as they sat with the tea steaming on the table. ‘He didn’t want food – said he would go to bed and

  rest. I went up a little later to see how he was . . . and he’d stopped breathing. Just . . . stopped breathing.’




  ‘It was peaceful,’ Rebecca said softly. ‘He never had to suffer much, Aunt. And he’d been happy, these past few days.’




  ‘Oh yes, he was happy. So happy, having Francis here, and you and the boys. Especially the baby . . . named after him. Little Geoffrey – but he loved Daniel too, of course, he was

  delighted by him. And he loved you, too, Rebecca. He said to me only today what a fine young woman you are and what a good wife to Francis. You’ve made his last few days very happy, all of

  you.’




  ‘And you made his whole life happy,’ Rebecca said firmly. ‘There can’t be many men who have lived so peacefully and cheerfully as Uncle Geoffrey. I haven’t known

  either of you long, but I can see that’s true. And now he’s safe from all pain and worry.’




  ‘I know – and I’m glad for him.’ Enid turned to her, catching at her hands, and her whole face twisted with sorrow. ‘But – oh, Rebecca, I’m going to

  miss him so much!’




  The funeral over, Francis and Rebecca saw that Enid went to bed early. The past few days had clearly exhausted her and even the children could not raise a smile on her weary

  face. She bade them a tired goodnight and climbed the stairs slowly on Francis’s arm. Rebecca helped her to undress and left her, already half asleep.




  ‘She seems to have grown so frail, so suddenly,’ she remarked, rejoining Francis in the library. ‘It’s as if she could only be strong while your uncle was here to be

  strong for. Now he’s gone, she seems so lost – as if she has no purpose any more.’




  ‘I think that’s just how she does feel.’ He stirred the fire. ‘Rebecca, you know she’ll have to leave this house now? It belongs to the school – it will be

  wanted for a new master. Not that Uncle Geoffrey had done much teaching, these past few months, but he was still master of the lower school.’




  ‘What will she do?’




  Francis shrugged. ‘Who knows? I suppose Father will probably take her in – but their lives have been so different, I wonder if she would ever settle there in that big house.

  She’s been accustomed to such a quiet life and I feel she might be happier on her own, in some small cottage she could make cosy. But—’




  ‘She’s going to be very lonely,’ Rebecca said quietly. ‘She can’t live alone, Francis. Not at her age. And she surely isn’t strong enough anyway.’




  ‘No, I fear not.’ He remained silent for a moment, then looked up and met her eyes. ‘Rebecca—’




  ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘You have no need to say it, Francis. She would be best living with us – I know that. You’re her son – yes, in every way but

  one, and that has no importance now. And she looks on Daniel and Geoffrey as her grandchildren. She could be happy, living with us and watching them grow up. And I would be happy to have

  her.’




  He reached across to her and took her hands in his. His eyes were dark with love.




  ‘You know what it would mean?’ he asked, and Rebecca nodded.




  ‘Yes, I know. It’s been decided for us, hasn’t it, Francis? And maybe that’s the best way anyway.’ She lifted his hand to her cheek. ‘There can be no question

  now of our staying in London. We couldn’t ask Enid to live there. We have to come back to Kidderminster now.’




  
 





   




   




   




   




  Chapter Three




   




   




   




   




  ‘So you’m really going to stay here in Kidder?’




  Polly picked up her cup and sipped her tea. Her bright eyes twinkled at Rebecca over the rim, and Rebecca felt her mouth twitch in reply. Suddenly all constraint between them was gone. They were

  no longer a manufacturer’s wife and housemaid; they were back in the kitchen of Pagnel House, sharing the chores of cleaning and blackleading fireplaces, carrying cans of hot water to the

  Family’s bedrooms, giggling together when they had a chance and falling into their narrow beds in the attic room they shared, too exhausted even to wish each other goodnight.




  ‘They wasn’t bad times really,’ Polly said thoughtfully. ‘We had a lot of laughs, you ’n’ me. It’s never bin quite the same since you went.’ Her

  eyes gleamed again with mischief as she glanced down at Daniel, playing on the rug. ‘Still, you did all right in the end, didn’t you? Got two fine and bonny babbies and a husband to

  look after you. But why come back to Kidder when you could live in London?’




  Rebecca smiled wryly. ‘London isn’t the glittering and exciting place you might think, Polly. There’s worse poverty there than in Kidderminster. I’ve seen it. It’s

  a wonderful place if you’re rich – but the poor live in hell, they really do.’




  ‘That’s the same all over, I reckon,’ Polly said. ‘The rich allus rides on the backs of the poor. It’ll never be any different.’




  ‘But it ought to be. It could be.’ Rebecca bent to lift Daniel on to her lap. ‘Every man who helps to make a carpet should have a proper share in the profits. It’s only

  fair.’




  ‘So it might be. But life ent fair, is it?’ Polly set down her cup and stood up. ‘I’d better be off. I only got till teatime an’ if I’m not back sharp Mrs

  Hudd’ll have my guts for garters. Here, when’re you going to come and see us up at the House? Even Susan’s bin asking.’




  ‘I’d like to come. I’ll bring the boys, one afternoon. It’s just that—’ Rebecca hesitated, but Polly took her up at once.




  ‘Bit awkward, innit, what with you being sort of related to the master now. One day you’re visiting upstairs, next day you’re in the kitchen hobnobbing with the servants. I can

  see that. Well, if you don’t want to—’




  ‘But I do want to! Of course I do. Everyone was so good to me – when Mam died, and when I found I was in the family way.’ Unconsciously, she slipped back into the speech she

  had grown up with. ‘Polly, you know how I feel about you and Mrs Hudd and the rest – you’re my friends. My family, really. I never forgot that.’




  Polly grinned her old, impish grin. ‘It’s all right, Becky. I knows that. I didn’t mean nothing. You come round the back door any time, we’ll all be glad to see you.

  Might even give you a pot or two to scrub, just to keep your hand in, like.’




  Rebecca laughed. ‘Oh, I can still do it, Polly – I haven’t forgotten how. But I don’t suppose you scrub any more pots than I do these days – in line for Head

  Housemaid, aren’t you, when Susan goes?’




  ‘Whenever that is.’ Polly grimaced. ‘You know what she is, she’ll hang on till that arthritis of hers pins her to her bed for good. And even then, she’ll still be

  able to move her tongue. Well, you can’t blame her, ‘tis nothing but the workhouse she’s got to look forward to and anything’s better’n that.’




  Rebecca stared at her. ‘But hasn’t she got money saved?’




  ‘Out of the wages we gets? Be your age, Becky. How could Susan ever save enough to keep her in old age? Oh, I daresay Mr Pagnel might give her a present to leave with, but it ent going to

  buy her a house, is it? You know what it is for the likes of us – or hev you forgot?’




  ‘No,’ Rebecca said slowly, ‘I haven’t forgotten.’




  She saw her friend to the door and returned thoughtfully to the fire. The January days were still short and she drew the curtains against the darkness outside. Daniel came to her knee, begging

  for a game, and she sang several nursery rhymes with him, but for once her mind was only half on her son. In imagination, she was out in the narrow streets of Kidderminster again, hurrying through

  the desolate streets to comfort her mother when Will Himley died; struggling back through the bitter storm, with Fanny herself almost at death’s door.




  Francis had helped her then, as far as he could. But the servants at Pagnel House had been her best support on that terrible day, and she felt the warmth of their care in her heart again. Yes,

  she must go to see them. She ought to have gone sooner. Why had she put people like Vivian and Maria Pagnel first? Why had she allowed convention to dictate to her?




  The door opened and Francis came in. Rebecca looked up, her smile lighting her face. Polly was right – she’d been very lucky, luckier than most. She lifted her face for his kiss.




  ‘Well, it’s all arranged.’ Francis sat down in the chair opposite her and Daniel immediately climbed into his lap. ‘We’re to have the house in Unicorn Street.

  It’s a fine house, with good rooms, and it’s high up so the air’s healthy. And there’s a garden for the boys to play in.’ He bounced Daniel on his knee and the boy

  squealed with delight. ‘You’ll like that, won’t you, my son? Grass to run about on and trees to climb. We’ll look for birds’ nests together. And perhaps have a pond,

  with frogs in it. Isabel and I used to enjoy keeping tadpoles and watching them turn into frogs.’




  Rebecca glanced down, thinking of his cousin, who had died on the very day when Rebecca was dismissed from Pagnel House. But although Francis’s voice was sad for a moment, he was soon

  talking again about the new house, and his pleasure was infectious.




  ‘It really is just what we need, Rebecca. Plenty of room for Mother to have her own sitting room as well as a bedroom, and good kitchen quarters – I know that’s important to

  you. And room for visitors, as well.’




  ‘You mean Tom and Bessie. Francis, do you think they’ll ever come?’




  ‘I hope so. I’d like to have Tom working with me again – we make a good team. He understands what I want from my designs. And he’s too good to be limited to a two-loom

  shop. He should be in charge of a full ten- or twelve-loom shop. And if we go into Jacquard—’
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