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AUTHOR’S NOTE


The places described in this book did, and do, exist. There was an Adelaide Mine in Marston and the house in which Becky Taylor – and I – were brought up, was a chip shop in my great-grand-father’s time. Equally, many of the events in the book – the collapse of the canal bank, the flooding of Ashton’s Mine etc. – did actually occur, though I have taken the liberty of moving their occurrence by a few years. All the characters in the book, however, are purely the result of my own imagination. I have no idea, for example, who was the landlord of the New Inn in 1870, but I’d be willing to bet that his name wasn’t O’Leary.


Sally Spencer




PROLOGUE


1871





 


Ted Taylor covered the ten feet from his back gate to the corner of Ollershaw Lane, then, as usual, stopped and tried to force himself to feel at least a little enthusiastic about the fourteen-hour shift which lay ahead.


Looking down the lane, into the darkness, he could make out the glow of cigarettes, bobbing about like fireflies as they hung loosely in the mouths of other men on their way to work. He could hear familiar sounds, too – the click of clogs on the cobbles, the rasping of early morning coughs, the mutterings of others as reluctant to get to work as he was.


‘Still, there’s no getting round it,’ Taylor said with a sigh, stepping out into the road.


The moon was shrouded with cloud that early morning, and though Ted could have trodden his way to work blindfolded, he couldn’t help wishing that there were gas lamps to light his way, as there were in Northwich. But it would have been too dangerous to install gas pipes in Marston. The ground below the village had been mined for over half a century and was a honeycomb of current and abandoned workings.


And that’s why you can never bloody trust it, Taylor thought grimly.


Sometimes the ground gave way suddenly and dramatically, as it had the year before.


He’d been having his supper at the time, Taylor remembered, and the first indication that anything was wrong had been an angry growling noise, like a wounded animal might make.


‘What’s that, Dad?’ young George had asked, frightened.


‘It’s nothing to worry about,’ his father told him as the crockery rattled furiously on the table.


And as it happened, it wasn’t – not for the Taylor family. But for the people on Cross Street it had been a different story. Slates had fallen, windows and doors had buckled, cracks had appeared in walls and – in one case – a whole gable end had fallen down, leaving the roof it had been supporting hanging precariously in the empty air.


Of course, it wasn’t always like that. Often, the ground was more cunning, waiting until night when everyone was asleep, and then slowly – almost gently – beginning to give way. Houses often sank several feet overnight – with the occupants knowing nothing about it until they tried to open their back doors the following morning.


Aye, it’s a bugger, Ted Taylor thought to himself.


Halfway up the humpbacked bridge over the canal he heard footsteps behind him and turning his head saw the silhouette of a lanky figure doing its best to catch up with him.


‘Is that you, T . . . Ted?’ the pursuer asked.


‘Yes, it’s me,’ Taylor replied, and slowed down to allow Harry Atherton, known since their days at infants’ school as Ha-Ha-Harry, to draw level.


‘How’s your M . . . Mary?’ Atherton asked.


‘The size of a house. But she’s as pale as anything, and not eating enough to keep a sparrow alive,’ Taylor told him.


‘The b . . . baby’s due soon, isn’t it?’


‘Soon enough. Some time next week.’


The two men continued to climb the bridge.


To their left was Worrell’s Salt Works. Ted Taylor remembered Len Worrell when he’d been nothing but a boiler-maker. Then Worrell had come up with his invention – a special valve or summat – and, to give him credit, he hadn’t blown the money as some men would have done, but had bought the salt works. Now he was sitting pretty – and good luck to him.


Taylor turned his mind back to his wife. He was worried about her, and there was no point in denying it. Seven kids, he’d given her, and none of them seemed to have caused her anything like as many problems as this one. It wasn’t just that she had no appetite – his Mary who could normally eat a horse. She looked tired all the time, and once or twice, when she’d thought he wasn’t watching her, he’d noticed a twinge of pain flicker briefly across her face.


‘She’ll be all right,’ he said, though he’d never meant to voice his thoughts out loud.


‘You m . . . mean your M . . . Mary?’ Ha-Ha asked.


‘That’s right,’ Taylor agreed. ‘I mean, Ma Fitton’ll be looking after her, and you can’t go wrong with Ma, can you?’


‘M . . . midwife to royalty,’ Ha-Ha said, and both men laughed at the old joke, even though it was no joke to Mrs Fitton who continued to claim, despite the ridicule heaped on her, that she had once assisted in the birth of a German princeling – ‘almost a cousin of the Queen’s.’


At the top of the bridge they paused for a second. Just ahead of them, before the National School, lay the Adelaide Mine, their place of work. They could hear the winding engine clanking as the engineers built up a head of steam. They could see the black smoke, swirling like a malevolent snake, up towards the moon.


‘It’s dark when we go down there, an’ it’ll be dark when we come up again,’ Taylor said.


‘True enough,’ Harry Atherton agreed philosophically.


Mary Taylor had got up early, as usual, to make her husband’s breakfast – a big mug of hot, sweet tea and a piece of bread. She’d watched him spread the bread thickly with lard and wished he’d try that newfangled margarine stuff, which was all the rage now. But Ted was a creature of habit, always had been and always would be, so there was really no point in arguing with him.


She shouldn’t really complain, she thought, as she pushed the hob over the blazing fire. Ted was a bit set in his ways, but then what man in Marston wasn’t? And if it hadn’t been for him, she’d still have been a maid of all work – scrubbing and polishing in someone else’s house till her hands ached, ironing the master’s shirts well after midnight and knowing that she’d have to be up again in a few short hours to light the fires. All that for £10 a year plus her keep!


She looked up at their wedding photograph, which dominated the centre of the mantelpiece. He’d been a good catch, she decided. He had a hard, compact body which many other men would have envied, and even if his forehead was perhaps a little too broad and his chin a little too square, he was almost a handsome man.


Not that Ted had done badly out of the deal either, she thought in fairness to herself. She’d been something of a beauty when she was younger, and even now, though she had a few grey hairs, her chin was as firm as it had ever been. Her breasts had not lost much of their firmness, either, she reflected, and a burning on her cheeks told her that she must be blushing. And her eyes were still as deep green and sparkling as the day she’d married.


Yet she felt tired. Seven children she’d borne Ted. Little Walter had died almost as soon as he’d come into the world, and poor Clara hadn’t lived to see her fourth birthday. But that still left five kids to look after. A real handful. And there was another baby well on the way.


Ted didn’t seem to realize how painful giving birth could be. Nor did he appreciate how dangerous it was.


Just look at Peggy Larkin, Mary told herself.


Strong as a horse Peggy’d been, but two days after her time came they’d been laying her in a hole, with the infant beside her.


And she wasn’t the only one – not by a long chalk.


There was that Mrs Worrell, too. Her husband had plenty of money for fancy doctors, what with running the salt works and all, but that hadn’t saved her, had it? She’d died giving birth to her second child.


‘And this will be my eighth,’ Mary groaned.


The kettle was boiling fiercely and as she bent over to pick it up, Mary felt a stab of pain.


The baby?


It couldn’t be. The head hadn’t even dropped yet.


‘No more after this one,’ she said aloud as she poured the hot water into the teapot.


Mary waddled to the foot of the stairs.


‘The tea’s made,’ she called out. ‘Get up right now, you lot, or you’ll all be late for school and then Mr Hicks will have something to say, won’t he?’


The problem was, she told herself as she returned to the kitchen, she didn’t really feel ready to give birth right then.


If only I’d had time to build me strength up, she thought.


But there never was time, was there? How could she ever expect to get stronger when there was so much work to do? The only rest a woman got was a few days after the baby was born, when the neighbours pitched in and helped a bit. Otherwise, no matter how pregnant you were, there was still the washing to do, the house to be cleaned, the meals to be cooked.


‘I’ve warned you kids,’ she shouted. ‘If I have to come up there and get you out of bed you’ll feel the back of me hand.’


Not that she had the energy to climb the steep, narrow stairs and carry out her threat. It was as much as she could do to struggle across to the kitchen chair and lower herself clumsily onto it.


As the sat there, doing her best to regain her wind, Mary listened to the sound of the children moving around in their bedrooms.


‘Hurry up, Jessie!’ she heard Eunice say loudly.


‘I’m being as quick as I can,’ her younger sister protested.


‘Well make sure you are,’ Eunice told her. ‘It’ll be me what gets in trouble if we’re late – ’cos I’m responsible and you’re not.’


‘Oh, stop being so bossy,’ Jessie said.


Despite her discomfort, Mary caught herself smiling. Eunice had become a little bossy, but that was understandable now she was a monitor and had the education of the smaller pupils in her hands.


A pounding on the stairs told Mary that Jack was on his way down, and a second later he burst into the room, looking as fresh and alive as if he’d been up for hours.


‘Morning, Mam,’ he said as he rushed across the crowded kitchen to the back door.


‘Have you combed your hair?’ Mary asked, looking at the mass of curls which crowned Jack’s head.


‘Yes, Mam,’ Jack replied, shaking his head so that the curls seemed to swirl.


‘Well, it doesn’t look like it to me,’ his mother told him.


Jack grinned guiltily. ‘I’ll just get a bucket of water for me wash,’ he said, and before Mary had time to say any more, he was out of the door and heading for the wash-house.


There were new footsteps on the stairs – slower, more deliberate ones. That would be George. He did everything slowly. Some people said he was a bit slow himself, but Mary knew that wasn’t true. If little George took his time about doing things, it was because he always thought a lot about them first.


The two girls arrived last, Eunice bustling self-importantly, Jessie still looking a little resentful at her sister’s high-handed treatment.


Minutes earlier the kitchen had been a quiet, still place. Now the whole family was there with the exception of Ted – who would already be down the mine – and little Philip, who was sleeping peacefully in his crib in the front room.


A sudden scream told Mary that Philip was far from asleep.


‘Go and see to your brother will you, love,’ Mary said to Eunice.


Her eldest daughter pulled a face.


‘Do I have to, Mam?’ she asked. ‘He’s always whining.’ And then she noticed the look of pain on Mary’s face and her tone changed from irritation to concern as she said, ‘Are you all right, Mam?’


‘Of course I’m all right,’ Mary replied, forcing herself to sound cheerful. ‘I’ve just got a bit of indigestion, that’s all.’


‘I’ve never seen you look like that with indigestion,’ Eunice said worriedly.


‘Well, that’s all it is,’ her mother insisted. ‘Now go and see to our Philip. You know he won’t quieten down until somebody’s had a word with him.’


As Eunice turned to go and comfort her brother, Mary felt another spasm of pain. Eunice was right, she thought. This was a lot worse than even the most painful indigestion. But it couldn’t be the baby, she told herself. The head hadn’t dropped yet, and the baby couldn’t possibly be coming if its head hadn’t dropped.


‘I allus feel like a p . . . pile of bloody washing in this thing,’ Harry Atherton complained.


Ted Taylor laughed. The tub they were standing in did look a bit like the one Mary did the family’s wash in every Monday. But Mary’s tub stayed firmly on the ground, while this was being lowered, slowly but surely, down a shaft which was a hundred and twenty yards deep.


The tub touched the floor and the men climbed out. They were in a large cavern. The anteroom of the mine, one of the gaffers had called it – whatever that meant. The ceiling was sixteen feet high and supported by pillars of rock salt thirty feet in diameter. The pillars hadn’t been put there, at least not by man. Rather, they had been carved out, allowed to remain standing when all the salt around them had been blasted away and shipped out.


Taylor looked around the cavern. He’d been told by his father that when the Tsar of Russia had visited Marston just after the turn of the century, owners of the mine had held a ball for him on this very spot, complete with orchestra and sumptuous banquet. And probably it had looked very attractive, Taylor thought. What with the candles shining on the browny-silver rock salt crystals, it must have been a bit like holding a dance in the middle of a diamond. Aye, but if the Tsar had had to work the salt, day after day, it would soon have lost its appeal.


‘Ready, Ted?’ Harry Atherton asked, as he did at the start of every working morning, and Taylor, as he did every working morning, replied, ‘In a minute. I’ll just have a word with me mates first.’


He walked over to a fenced-off area which was strewn with straw.


‘How you doin’, Beauty?’ he asked the nearest animal, a jet-black pit-pony with a white star over its eyes.


The pony ambled over to him, an expectant look in its eyes.


‘Didn’t manage to get anything for you today,’ Taylor told the pony.


Beauty snorted in disbelief.


‘One of these fine days my missis’ll catch me doing this,’ Taylor said, reaching into his pocket for the twist of paper he’d put there earlier, ‘and then we’ll both be in trouble.’


The pony whinnied as if to say that it was sure he was far too clever to get caught. Taylor opened the twist and poured some sugar onto his hand. Beauty quickly licked it clean, then raised her head and gazed hopefully at him.


‘Don’t be greedy,’ Taylor admonished. ‘There’s others want their share.’


He had a few words – and a little sugar – for all the ponies.


‘How are you today, Snowdrop?’ he said to an almost pure white animal.


‘We’re bursting to get to work, aren’t we, Hercules?’ he said to a dappled grey, and when the animal shook his mane as if in agreement, Taylor added, ‘We’re bloody liars – the pair of us.’


Though he could not see Harry Atherton, Taylor could feel the other man’s impatience. Well, that was only natural. Atherton was a ferrier, one of the blokes whose job it was to fill the pit-ponies’ trundles with rock salt, and he couldn’t do that until his mate Ted Taylor – who was what was known as a rock getter – had drilled or blasted the crystals from the salt face.


‘Ted . . .’ Harry said tentatively.


‘I know, I know,’ Taylor replied. ‘I’ve never met a feller as keen to get to work as you are.’


‘We are p . . . paid by the t . . . ton,’ Ha-Ha pointed out. ‘And I’d have thought that with a new n . . . nipper on the way, you could use all the money you could make.’


A new nipper! Soothed by his time with the ponies, Taylor had temporarily managed to put his wife’s condition to the back of his mind, but Ha-Ha’s words brought all his worries flooding back.


She’s got to be all right, he told himself desperately. If she’s not all right, I don’t know what I’ll do.


Len Worrell eased his cut-throat razor over his cheeks, scraping away the foam and revealing the face beneath – large hard eyes, big autocratic nose, a wide mouth which in anger could set as tight as a drum.


He was getting fat, he told himself. Well, not exactly fat – but he could certainly do with losing a bit of weight. And had his cheeks always been so red, or was that something new, too?


In the old days he’d been leaner and harder, he thought. Back then, when he was a boiler-maker, he could have taken anybody on – and often did. Then he’d come up with the idea for his pressure valve. It was a good idea, and they were sure they could find a use for it, his employers had told him as they’d encouraged him to sign his rights away for a few hundred quid. It had been a good idea all right. Thousands it had made for them – thousands!


Still, that had been the last time anybody had ever taken him for a ride, he reflected as he wiped away the remaining soap. Ever since he’d bought the run-down salt works, he’d made damn sure that nobody – nobody – got one over him.


Having finished his toilet, he rang the bell to summon his valet.


His valet!


Who would ever have imagined that Len Worrell would have servants waiting on him hand and foot? He’d had no idea how to handle them at first, but Caroline, in her clever, unobtrusive way, had slowly steered him in the right direction.


It had turned out to be a surprising marriage, he thought as his valet helped him on with his jacket. He’d married Caroline because he was ambitious, because her family, though technically ‘in trade’, were a considerable cut above his. He’d married her for the sake of the children he hoped she would bear him – for the dynasty he wished to establish.


Love had never been part of his plan, yet love had come unbidden, and when she’d died – giving birth to their second son, Michael – it had hurt him more than he’d ever imagined possible. Now his sons – and his hopes for them – were all he had left. Caroline had given up her life for his dynasty, and whatever else happened he would see to it that her death hadn’t been in vain.


When Worrell entered the breakfast room his sons were already seated but jumped to their feet the second they noticed his arrival.


‘Good morning, Father,’ said Richard, the elder one.


‘Good morning, Father,’ echoed Michael.


Father! Worrell relished the sound. ‘Dad’ was what he’d called his old man – it would have been unthinkable to call Ebenezer Worrell anything else – but his own children were different. Richard and Michael didn’t have to rough it as he had – they had a governess and when they were old enough they would attend one of them expensive public schools. Richard and Michael would grow up to be gentlemen.


Worrell helped himself to some food from the buffet – kidneys, sausage, scrambled egg with salmon – and sat down facing his sons. As he tucked into his food with the enthusiasm of one who knows what it’s like to have gone hungry, he thought about how different his sons were from each other.


Richard, now aged eight, had inherited his father’s rugged handsomeness. Michael, just past his sixth birthday, owed much more to the mother he had never known. He wasn’t effeminate – far from it – yet looking at him now Worrell could discern a delicacy in his appearance that definitely didn’t belong to his side of the family.


And it was not only in their looks that they differed, Worrell reflected. In almost everything they did they were poles apart. Take eating, for example. Richard loved kidneys, but rather than start on them he had pushed them to the side of his plate. As he ate the rest of his food, his eyes never left them, and it was kidneys – not bacon or egg – he was tasting. But Worrell knew that when his elder son did finally come to the kidneys, he would find them a disappointment – just as he found most things in life a disappointment once he had attained them.


Michael, on the other hand, worked his way through his breakfast as though he regarded food as nothing more than fuel – or as though he were eating it only to please his father.


Yet Worrell did not find it easy to be pleased by his younger son. Michael tried too hard to be amenable, as if his whole life were dedicated to proving his own worth. How much easier it would have been to take to him if he had been more like his brother – charming, witty, easygoing.


‘May I be excused, Father?’ Michael asked.


Worrell glanced at his son, and saw in the boy’s face a look which reminded him so much of his dead wife – a wife who would still be alive but for Michael.


‘No, you may not be excused,’ he said harshly.


At ten o’clock Mary Taylor told herself that she’d feel better after she’d had a little sit-down. When eleven struck, and the pains were worse than ever, she was finally forced to admit that even though it shouldn’t be, the baby was definitely on the way.


Grabbing the edge of the kitchen table for support, she pulled herself to her feet. Standing was agony, and for a second she was tempted to sit down again. But she knew if she did that she would never get up again – and then both she and the baby were as good as dead.


She staggered over to the fireplace. Gritting her teeth, she bent down and picked up the poker. The thing seemed to weigh a ton, she thought, as she made her way groggily across the room to the wall which divided her home from the next-door neighbours’.


Lifting the poker was a tremendous effort for Mary, and as she struck the wall several sharp blows with it, she felt as if her stomach was on fire.


The poker fell from her hands, and she knew that even if they had not heard her next door she did not have the strength to pick it up again.


When Clara Gibbons answered the urgent summons on her wall, she found Mary Taylor back in her seat and looking as pale as a corpse.


‘Is it the baby?’ she asked.


‘I think it has to be,’ Mary admitted.


‘Is there anything I can do?’ Clara asked worriedly.


Mary shook her head. She was a nice girl, Clara Gibbons, but that’s all she was – a girl, with no experience of having children.


‘Just get me Ma Fitton,’ Mary gasped. ‘Everything’ll be all right if you just get me Ma Fitton.’


Nellie Fitton was sitting in the best room of the Sportsman’s, one of Northwich’s busiest pubs. She’d only meant to call in for a quick drink after picking up the lace she’d ordered, but then she’d met this very nice young woman who seemed very interested in her life in midwifery, so naturally she’d stayed a little longer.


‘You were going to tell me about your princess,’ the young woman said.


‘I was in service at the time,’ Ma Fitton told her. ‘Sir Robert Aspbry, I was working for. Well, this lady – I didn’t know she was a princess at the time – came to stay for a few days, incognito, as they say. She thought she wasn’t due for a week or two, but I could see different. Well, when she started getting her pains, they all fell into a panic. There they were, in this big country house, miles from the nearest doctor, and they didn’t know what to do. “You leave it up to me,” I told Sir Robert. “I helped deliver three of me brothers and this one, for all that’s it going to be royalty, shouldn’t be no different.”’


‘Was it a difficult birth?’ the young woman asked.


Ma shrugged. ‘I’ve known worse,’ she said. ‘But then, when you’ve delivered half a village, like I have, you seen just about everything there is to see as far as babies are concerned.’


‘And when’s the next one due?’


‘Some time next week. A lass called Mary Taylor.’


‘Well if it’s not until next week, you might as well have another milk stout, mightn’t you?’ the young woman said jokingly as she opened her purse.


‘That’s very kind of you,’ Ma Fitton said.


Clara Gibbons had made up the bed in the front parlour and helped Mary Taylor into it – but that was about as much as she could do.


‘I need Ma Fitton,’ Mary groaned. ‘I’ve got to have Ma Fitton.’


‘Stop worrying,’ Clara said reassuringly. ‘Everybody’s keeping an eye out for her, and if she’s anywhere in the village she should soon find out she’s wanted.’


Jack, her eldest, had been a difficult birth, Mary thought, but after him it got easier and easier, and she’d hardly noticed she was having Philip. But even the pain of having Jack had been nothing like this – nothing at all.


She was going to die! She knew she was going to die! But what about the child she was carrying?


‘Where the hell are you, Ma?’ she screamed. ‘Come and save my baby!’


Ted Taylor looked at his pocket watch in the light of his helmet lantern. Six o’clock. Another day over, another bloody long shift completed. The tub arrived and he and the other men stepped inside. Overhead, the steam engine hissed, the machinery groaned and the tub began to rise.


‘How come it always seems to take about twice as long to haul us out of the bloody mine as it does to lower us in?’ Taylor asked grumpily.


‘You’re in a b . . . bad mood tonight,’ Harry Atherton said.


Yes, he was – and not without cause. When the basins had been lowered down the shaft at twelve o’clock his had not been among them. Which meant that instead of tucking into the food his wife had cooked for him that morning, he’d had to scrounge – a bit here and a bit there – from the other workers.


The tub reached the winding shed. Taylor stepped out and looked up through the skylight at the stars.


‘When a man’s down the mine for fourteen hours, he’s entitled to a decent meal in the middle of the day,’ he said.


Mary, who knew how much he needed a good hot dinner when he was working down the pit, would never have forgotten to prepare it. So the fault must lie elsewhere – with whichever of his kids had been given the job of delivering his basin. Yet he couldn’t really believe that, either. Eunice had always been a very responsible girl, and hadn’t put a foot wrong since she’d become a school monitor. You could always rely on Jessie, too. And as for Jack – well, he might be a bit wild, but he’d never see his old dad go hungry. And little George, for all that he was only five, was the most serious of the lot of them. Still, it had to be one of his children who was at fault, and when he found out which one, the young bugger would feel his belt.


Most nights Ted would walk home with Harry, but tonight he didn’t feel like it, and before Ha-Ha had a chance to fall in step with him he was striding off towards the bridge over the canal.


By the time he reached Worrell’s Salt Works the men were already knocking off, and the evaporation pans, which had been bubbling and steaming all day, lay still and empty.


It’s a good business Len Worrell’s got himself, Taylor thought.


But he did not envy Worrell his wealth. What was the good of money, after all, when you had no one to share it with?


The rest of the family would already be home, including the one who had failed to deliver his basin. The offender would have to be punished – spare the rod and spoil the child. But Taylor was not really looking forward to it, and so instead of heading straight for his own kitchen as he normally would, he found himself being pulled towards the light shining from the bar of the New Inn.


On the doorstep of the pub he stopped and checked through his pockets to make sure that he had enough coppers on him. A pint now would mean no pint later – he knew that – but there were times when a man really felt like a drink. Pocketing his change again, he pushed open the pub door.


The room which he entered was so familiar to him that only if it had been changed around would he really have noticed it at all. But there had been no changes: the leather settle still ran around the sides of the wall; the round tables, with their wooden tops and cast-iron legs, stood where they had always done; the oak bar counter, set against the far wall, continued to dominate the whole place.


Taylor looked around him. The bar was empty, but through the hatch to the best room he could hear a strident female voice which told him that ‘Not-Stopping’ Bracegirdle was holding court.


‘How are you tonight, Paddy?’ he asked the man behind the bar.


‘Fine,’ Paddy O’Leary replied as he automatically reached for a glass to pull Taylor’s pint. ‘And how’s yourself, Edward?’


Taylor strode over to the counter, placed one foot on the brass rail and rested his elbow comfortably on the oak top.


‘I mustn’t grumble,’ he said, although he’d been doing little else – in his head, at least – since his basin had failed to turn up.


Still, things were looking up at last. Taylor picked up his pint and took a measured sip. That was better.


Elsie Bracegirdle had earned her nickname of Not-Stopping by her habit of following her announcement that she was ‘not stopping’ with at least half an hour’s juicy gossip. She was not a natural beauty. She had a large nose and that, plus the fact she kept her black hair in a tight bun, made her a little like a crow. And she was crowing now, over yet another domestic tragedy she claimed to have predicted with accuracy.


‘I warned Jennie Becket right from the start,’ she told her listeners. ‘I said, “He’s bought that animal as a fighting dog. You can tell just by looking at it. And where there’s fighting, there’s betting.” And was I right? I was!’


‘Any news on poor Mary Taylor?’ asked Dottie Curzon, obviously bored with the subject of dogs.


‘You might well ask,’ Not-Stopping replied. ‘She sent for Nellie Fitton this morning. Well, they couldn’t find her, could they. She was out boozing in Northwich. And all the time, Mary Taylor’s lying there and . . .’


‘Are you talking about my missis?’ asked an urgent voice from the bar.


Not-Stopping raised herself up off her seat until her eyes were level with the hatchway.


‘Oh hello, Mr Taylor,’ she said ingratiatingly. ‘I didn’t notice you’d come in.’


‘My missis,’ Ted Taylor persisted. ‘Were you talking about my missis?’


‘Well, yes, we were,’ Not-Stopping admitted. ‘Poor girl.’


‘What’s . . . what’s happened to her?’ Taylor said faintly.


‘Don’t you know?’ Not-Stopping asked. ‘That is surprising. Fancy nobody bothering to come and tell you.’


‘You tell me!’ Taylor said, suddenly angrily. ‘You bloody tell me!’


‘Well, she started her labour pains this morning, so she sent for Ma Fitton right away and . . .’


But Taylor was already out of the door and running frantically towards his back gate.


‘Typical of a man, isn’t it?’ Not-Stopping said to her drinking companions. ‘They ask you a question and then they never wait around for an answer.’


Taylor burst into his kitchen to find Ma Fitton drinking tea with Eunice and Jessie.


‘Where is she?’ he said frantically. ‘Where’s my Mary?’


‘She’s in bed,’ Ma Fitton said. ‘Where else would you expect her to be when she’s just given birth?’


‘Is she . . . is she all right?’ Taylor gasped.


‘She is now,’ Ma Fitton said, ‘and so is the baby, but for a minute it looked like we were in trouble. The nipper’s head was the wrong way round, you see.’


‘Head?’ Taylor said. ‘Wrong way round?’


‘You men!’ Ma Fitton said in disgust. ‘You know nothing, do you? You have your pleasure then you think your bit’s done. The baby was going to come out feet first. I had to turn it round.’


‘Can I . . .?’ Taylor asked. ‘Can I . . .?’


‘Yes, you can go in and see her,’ Ma Fitton told him. ‘But if I was you I’d try and calm down first. After what she’s been through the last thing she wants is you charging round like a bull in a china shop.’


Mary looked pale and strained. The baby lay by her side. Its head was as red and wrinkled as those small sour oranges the fruit man sold at three a penny, but to Taylor it seemed the most beautiful child ever to have been born.


‘It’s a girl this time,’ Mary said.


‘Is it?’ Taylor replied, feeling slightly abashed by his earlier behaviour now that he could see the crisis was over. ‘A girl, by gum.’


He realized he was still wearing his cap, took it off immediately and twisted it awkwardly in his hands. The corners of his wife’s mouth began to crinkle as they always did when he’d amused her.


‘So what are we going to call her?’ Mary asked.


‘Rebecca,’ Taylor said firmly, though he had no idea what had caused him to pluck that particular name out of the air. ‘We’ll call her Rebecca.’


And Rebecca it was.
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CHAPTER ONE


‘You’ve been nothing but a pest since the day you were born,’ Mary Taylor said good-naturedly to her youngest daughter. ‘Since before you were born, as a matter of fact.’


‘Why, Mam?’ Becky asked.


‘Because you’re full of questions for a start,’ Mary told her. ‘“What’s that for, Mam?” “How does that work, Mam?” “Why do our Philip and George have to go to school?” I tell you, that curiosity of yours will be the death of me yet.’


‘But how could I be a pest before I was born?’ Becky wondered.


‘See what I mean?’ her mother asked triumphantly. ‘Nothing but questions!’


But it was hard not to ask questions when the world – which stretched all the way from the canal at one end of the village to the railway line at the other – was such a fascinating place.


At first, expeditions into this magic kingdom were only undertaken at her mother’s side. Hand in hand, mother and daughter would walk down the lane to Mr Cooke’s shop.


‘When you’re a little bit bigger I’ll let you do this by yourself,’ Mary promised.


And Becky looked forward to that day with eager anticipation.


‘What say we get six penn’orth of pieces?’ Mary would ask her in the butcher’s shop. ‘Make a nice meat pudding, that would, with lots of gravy, just like your dad likes it.’


‘Just like he likes it,’ Becky would agree.


‘And what shall we put in the roly-poly pudding today. Apples or currants?’


Becky would give the matter her serious consideration.


‘I don’t know,’ she’d say finally.


‘If it’ll help you make up your mind, we’ve got apples at home, and if I don’t have to buy currants, there might just be enough money over for a bottle of lemonade.’


The game always brought a grin to Becky’s face no matter how many times they played it.


‘Apple might be nice for a change,’ she’d say.


‘Yes,’ her mother would reply. ‘It’ll make a real change. Not had apples since – oh – yesterday. I don’t know, our Becky, you’re more spoiled than the Prince of Wales’ children – and them royalty.’


Once the shopping had been done, the cleaning had to be attacked. Though the front door was used only for weddings and funerals the step still had to be donkey-stoned so regularly that it always gleamed in the sunlight. And just as the step had to be whitened, so had the grate to be darkened until it was as black as coal.


‘You watch this,’ Mary advised her daughter as she applied the black-leading liberally. ‘Some day you’ll have to do this in a home of your own.’


Nor was this the only cleaning which went on around the oven. The brass rods which ran across the hearth and along the mantelpiece had to be polished until they shone like gold.


The part Becky liked best was dusting the ornaments. Each of these would be taken down from the mantelpiece individually and handled with great care, like the precious treasure it was.


Every ornament had its own story.


‘That glass vase came from Venice.’


‘Where’s Venice, Mam?’


‘A long, long way away.’


‘Near Manchester?’


‘Much further than Manchester. You have to cross the sea to get to Venice.’


‘And have you been there?’


‘Course I haven’t, my little love. What would I be doing going abroad? No, Master Peter brought it back from the tour he took just before he went to university.’


‘What’s university, Mam?’


‘It’s a school for grown-up rich people.’


It didn’t make sense to Becky that people should need to go to school once they’d grown up – after all, children in the village left school when they were ten – but she didn’t press the point, because there were more ornaments and more stories.


There was a pottery horse, covered with a bright chestnut glaze.


‘Your dad bought that for me from a man who came round with a wagon. We’d only just starting walking out together then, and he was trying to soft-soap me, you see. Two and sixpence it cost him. Think of that!’


‘You said it cost two shillings last time you told me.’


‘Did I, my little princess? Well, perhaps I did. When you get to my age, you start forgetting things. You’ll find that out yourself, one day.’


There were other animals in the mantelpiece menagerie – a rabbit with an almost human face; a gun dog, set to spring the moment the rifle was fired. Becky used to make up stories about them, but she never told these stories to anyone else, not even her mother, because it was a private game.


The china mugs were the most precious objects of all. There were two of them. One read ‘A Souvenir of Blackpool’ and the other ‘A Gift from Southport’.


‘Your Uncle Reg gave me the one from Blackpool,’ Mary told her daughter.


‘Did he, Mam?’


‘He did indeed. But I bought the other myself,’ Mary said with some pride. ‘Right on the seafront.’


‘Can we go to the seaside, Mam?’


‘Perhaps one day, when I’ve fewer mouths to feed.’


When time could be snatched from her other tasks Mary would pick up her needle and thread. Most people in the village either bought their clothes from the second-hand stalls in Northwich or else wore the hand-me-downs of the gentry which came to them through their daughters in service. But though Becky’s sister Eunice was already an under-housemaid, none of the Taylor girls ever wore dresses which had once graced the backs of their betters.


‘Other people’s clothes make me itch,’ Mary would explain. ‘I had enough of that when I was in the workhouse.’


When Becky turned four Mary decided that her daughter was finally big enough to run short errands on her own.


‘Watch out for the traffic,’ she cautioned.


Not that there was much. An occasional gentleman’s coach passed through the village on its way to the Lake District, farm wagons would lumber up the lane at harvest time, once in a while the accountants to the salt workings would appear in their dog-carts – but that was about all the four-wheeled traffic Marston ever saw.


Still, there were other dangers.


‘And keep an eye open for men on penny-farthing cycles,’ her mother would warn her. ‘They belong to clubs, you know, and they race each other.’


‘Why do they do that, Mam?’


‘Because they’re nothing but a load of mad buggers – and that’s swearing. According to Lloyd’s Weekly News, they’re always killing innocent people who are just out for a walk. I don’t know why the government doesn’t build special roads for them so they don’t have to bother ordinary, peaceful folk.’


‘I’ll be careful, Mam,’ Becky would promise her mother at the same time as she promised herself that if she did see one of these riders she’d be sure to ask him if he really was a ‘mad bugger’.


‘And don’t go anywhere near that canal. Nellie Green-Teeth lives there, and there’s nothing she likes better than eating little girls.’


So Becky was very careful when she went near the canal, pausing on the bank for only a second, then looking over her shoulder as she ran away in the hope of seeing Nellie rising out of the water in an attempt to grab her.


Whatever the errand she was to be sent on – whether it was to pay a penny into the boot club at the cobbler’s or buy a Northwich Guardian from Mr Cooke’s shop – Becky would dawdle at home until she could be sure that she’d be in the street when the train from Northwich crossed the village on its way to the Pool Mine.


How cunning she was in delaying her departure.


‘I can’t find me boots, Mam.’


‘Why don’t you look under the table. That’s where I saw you put them five minutes since.’


‘I need to go to the lavvie, Mam.’


‘Yes, I thought you might.’


And her mother would smile as if to say, ‘I know your game, my girl.’


What a joy it was to watch the arrival of the train. The first sign it was on the way would be when a man dressed in a smart blue frock-coat with shining buttons came out of the railway house. Anyone dressed like that had to be important, Becky thought, and indeed, from the way he glanced up and down the lane, it seemed as though he owned the whole village.


The railwayman carried a red flag in his hand, and on the rare occasions when a brewer’s dray or a carrier was approaching, he would wave the flag to make it stop.


‘But they’d have lots of time to get across before the train came,’ Becky protested once.


And the man in the blue frock-coat had looked at her very coolly and said, ‘I’m only following railway regulations.’


Having once brought the street to a standstill, the man would begin the process of swinging the railway gates across the lane. Usually he did this as if he resented it – as if he felt that such a lowly task should be left to someone else. But occasionally, if he was in a good mood, he would let Becky climb onto the gate and swing across with it.


Once the gates had been clicked into place Becky would turn her eyes towards the track. It was the smoke she’d see first, great billowing jets of it, climbing high in the sky. And then the train would appear, puffing and panting, as it pulled a load which even fifty strong shire horses could never have hoped to shift.


As the train thundered past Becky would wave to the driver and the fireman and they would wave back. Sometimes, if she was lucky, the fireman would throw her a couple of boiled sweets, and once she’d brushed the soot from them, Becky would pop them into her mouth, well satisfied with life.


At first it was a little cramped in their small house. The three girls slept in the front bedroom, the boys in the back. Ted and Mary had a let-down bed in the parlour. Washing caused endless complications, far beyond the mechanics involved in heating the water for the tin bath. It didn’t matter to Becky who saw her bathe, but as the other children grew older, so they became increasingly self-conscious. Eunice and Jessie refused to take a bath with any of the male members of the family present, which meant confining their restless brothers to their bedroom for at least an hour. The boys on the other hand, didn’t mind their mam and dad being in the same room, but even Philip drew the line at Eunice and Jessie joining them.


‘It’d be easier running the Great Western Railway than it is organizing you lot,’ Mary complained.


Yet she supposed that the children did have some right to privacy when they were washing. Goodness knows, they got little enough at any other time.


Eventually, the situation eased. Eunice gave up her school monitoring and went into service, soon to be joined by Jessie. Then Jack was taken on as an apprentice by one of the steam packets which sailed from Winsford to Liverpool with cargoes of salt, and there were days at a time when he was away from home. With three children working, there was a little more money coming into the house too, and Mary began to look forward to the day when they could afford to buy an upright piano.


But before that could be purchased there were more pressing demands to be met. Philip and George were still at school, and soon Becky would be joining them. That didn’t come cheap – fivepence a week for each child, it cost her, one shilling and threepence in all – to be found out of each and every one of Ted’s wage packets.


Perhaps if we can’t have the piano, we can at least manage a day at Blackpool soon, Mary thought. It’d do the little ones good to get some sea air.


The air around the pan was as sticky-hot as usual, and sweat patches had already formed on the flannel vests of the lumpmen who were working there.


‘This is what’s called a “fine” pan,’ Len Worrell said to his two sons. ‘We produce a better grade of salt in a fine pan than we do in a common pan. You’ll notice it’s shorter than a common pan, only about sixty feet long, ’stead of around a hundred.’


Michael Worrell watched as one of the lumpmen stretched forward and pulled his long-handled rake across the sea of bubbling brine in order to draw the salt crystals to the side of the pan.


‘Does anyone ever fall in, Father?’ he asked.


‘Hasn’t happened recently,’ his father replied.


Which was just another way of saying that it had happened at some time in the past. Michael imagined himself leaning over the pan, losing his footing and plunging head-first into the boiling liquid. He shuddered. No one should ever have to take that risk.


‘Wouldn’t guard rails be a good idea?’ he asked. ‘Then it would be impossible to fall in.’


Usually, Worrell’s response to his younger son’s enquiries was at best a show of mild irritation and at worst an annoyance which verged on rage – so Michael had long ago given up asking questions unless he really needed to know the answer. Today, however, was different. Today, the father was showing the sons his works – his pride and joy – and any display of interest was appreciated.


‘Guard rails,’ Worrell said reflectively. ‘Yes, they would make things safer – but the men’d never stand for it.’


‘Why not?’ Michael asked.


‘Because they’re paid on piece rate,’ Worrell said, with a little of his customary impatience entering his voice. ‘The more they produce, the more they earn – and guard rails would only slow them down.’


‘But even so, if it’s as dangerous as all that . . .’ Michael began.


‘Look at him,’ Len Worrell interrupted, pointing to another lumpman who was using his skimmer to scoop out hot salt crystals and emptying them into an elm tub which rested on a rail inside of the pan. ‘We call the tub he’s using a sixty.’


‘Why’s that?’ Richard asked.


Michael looked at his brother in amazement. He was enjoying the tour of the works himself, but he’d never imagined that Richard, who seemed to care for little except the most idle pleasure, would express any enthusiasm for it.


‘We call them sixties,’ said Worrell, beaming at his eldest son, ‘because the salt from sixty of them will make a ton. Notice it’s got slits at the bottom so the excess brine can drain back into the pan.’


‘Oh, I see,’ Richard replied, as if it were the most fascinating thing he’d ever heard.


‘Just what is he up to?’ Michael wondered suspiciously.


Worrell led his sons over to some tubs in the corner. The salt in these had been pulled out earlier in the day and therefore had time to harden.


‘Notice how the tubs are tapered,’ Len Worrell said. ‘That’s to make ’em easier to turn out onto the hurdles.’


‘Could I try it, Father?’ Richard asked.


Worrell laughed indulgently. ‘Well, by rights it should spend a few days in the drying room first,’ he said, ‘but go ahead.’


Richard hefted the tub onto the trundle and tapped its bottom hard. The block of salt slid out.


‘Was that all right?’ Richard asked.


‘You’re a natural,’ his father told him.


From the pan they went to the hot house which was heated by flue gases. It was here that the blocks of salt were stored to thoroughly dry out.


‘These have been drying for about four days,’ Worrell said. He hit one of the blocks with his knuckle. ‘Hear that?’ he asked his sons. ‘Rings like fired pottery, doesn’t it? That means the salt’s properly stoved.’


‘How frightfully, frightfully interesting,’ Richard said.


He spoke almost under his breath, so that his father could not hear him. But his brother did.


Now that’s the Richard I know, Michael thought.


Worrell sat behind his desk with his two sons perched in front of him on visitors’ chairs. He was pleased that Richard had shown an interest in the works, because that fitted in perfectly with his plans.


‘You’ve got a long summer holiday ahead of you,’ he said to Richard, ‘a bloody long holiday. So I don’t see why you shouldn’t devote a bit of it to learning the business from the bottom up.’


‘The bottom up,’ Richard said. ‘Why on earth should I want to do that?’


‘Because everybody in this world’ll try to pull one over on you,’ his father explained, ‘especially the idle buggers who are supposed to be working for you. One day, you’ll take over the works, and when you do I don’t want the lumpmen running rings round you. I want you to know about every skive and fiddle they’ve got better than they know ’em themselves. And you can only learn that by starting at the bottom.’


‘Could I work on the pans, too, Father?’ Michael said.


‘Do you really want to?’ Worrell asked.


‘Yes,’ his son replied, quietly but firmly. ‘I really want to.’


Worrell hesitated before reaching a decision. Richard was thirteen now, as old as many of the apprentices, but Michael had only just turned eleven, and he had never had anyone that young working for him before.


On the other hand, Worrell was aware that he sometimes favoured Richard over Michael, and whenever he caught himself at it he felt the need to make some guilty compensation.


‘Do you really think you can stick it out?’ he asked.


‘Yes, Father.’


‘Because if you start flagging after the first couple of days, you’ll lose the men’s respect for ever.’


‘I’ll stick it out,’ Michael said earnestly. ‘I’ll make you proud of me.’


‘It’s a tricky business working the fine pans,’ Worrell said, continuing his sons’ instruction as they arrived at the works the following Monday morning. ‘If you don’t get the rate of evaporation exactly right, you’re buggered. And if you don’t watch the drying process carefully, you’re double buggered. You can’t just make anybody a lumpman. It takes years to learn the job properly.’


‘Yes, I think we learned something about that at school,’ Richard said.


‘Did you now?’ his father replied. ‘Imagine them teaching you about salt in that fancy school of yours.’


‘Latin, Greek and salt,’ Richard said. ‘They’re all part of the curriculum.’


Michael looked sharply at his brother. There was just a hint of a sarcastic smile on Richard’s face.


Why doesn’t Father realize Richard is making a fool of him? Michael thought angrily. Why does he never realize?


‘Anyway,’ Worrell went on, ‘the common pans – where you’ll be working – are a lot easier to manage. The crystals can be larger, you see, no special drying’s necessary and once the salt is dry, you can store it anywhere, without having to worry your head about what effect the moisture in the atmosphere’s going to have on it.’


‘Now I don’t think we learned that,’ Richard said. ‘Maybe we’ll cover it next term.’


Cedric Rathbone was a small man with a big reputation.


‘He never goes looking for a fight,’ people said of him, ‘but if there’s one in the offing, you won’t see Cedric turning his back on it.’


He was, moreover, as free with his mouth as he was with his fists, and he made no secret of his disgust when Michael reported to him at the start of the shift.


‘There’s no room for passengers on my gang,’ he told Michael. ‘We’re paid piece rate, so if we make less salt, we earn less wages. And times are tough enough without a drop in pay.’


‘I’ll pull my weight, Mr Rathbone,’ Michael promised.


Rathbone looked him up and down. ‘Don’t look as if you’ve got that much weight to pull,’ he said doubtfully.


For a moment it seemed as if he were about to tell Michael to bugger off, then he shrugged his shoulder.


‘I suppose I’m stuck with you,’ he said. ‘All right – let’s get started.’


Michael soon learned that there was a great deal of difference between visiting a pan for a short time and working at it for twelve to fourteen hours at a stretch. After the first hour his throat was as dry and salty as if he’d just crossed the Sahara. After the second hour it was his arms which began to take the strain and every time he lifted the skimmer to pull more hissing brine from the pan it felt as if some malevolent spirit was piling more and more invisible weights onto his aching biceps. After the third hour his skin began to itch, though whether from the sticky atmosphere or because of his flannel vest he could not be sure.


Relief from this sweaty hell came only when the handcart had finally been filled. Then Cedric Rathbone would call for the checking clerk, and once the appropriate tick had been made in the right column he’d turn to his gang and say, ‘Right lads, let’s get this sod tipped.’


The handcart was tipped in the salt store, which was across the road from the main works. It was a huge wooden building with an arched roof, which from the front looked like a beached whale. But it was not through the front gate that the handcarts entered the store. Instead they were pushed through a side door halfway up the humpbacked bridge – and onto an open platform suspended a hundred feet over the floor of the store.


The first time Michael made this journey the sight of the drop made him feel giddy. With four people struggling with a heavy, awkward cart it would be the easiest thing in the world for one of them to go plummeting over the edge, he thought. A hundred-foot drop – and only a small pile of salt at the bottom to break the fall.


Cedric Rathbone seemed concerned too – though not about the same thing.


‘Go easy,’ he shouted. ‘Lose the bloody cart and we’ll be paying it off for a year!’


The men moved the handcart slowly forward towards the void.


‘And . . . tip,’ Rathbone called out.


Michael, trying his best to forget how close his feet were to the edge of the platform, joined with the rest of the gang in easing the handles of the cart upwards. At first it was harder work than even the pushing had been, but then salt began to cascade out into the empty air and the cart started to grow lighter.


‘And . . . back,’ Rathbone ordered.


The gang righted the cart and, walking backwards, dragged it out of the store and onto the bridge.


‘Frightening the first time, isn’t it?’ Rathbone asked Michael, not unkindly.


‘It is a bit,’ Michael admitted.


‘You’ll get used to it,’ Rathbone assured him. ‘You can get used to anything if you have to.’


The gang took one last breath of fresh air, then pushed the cart back into the steamy, sticky atmosphere of the brine pan.


Len Worrell was in a foul mood over supper that night.


‘I will not be cheated!’ he thundered.


‘Cheated, Father?’ Richard asked.


‘There was a guinea on the table in my dressing room last night,’ Worrell explained, ‘and now it’s gone. Stolen!’


‘By whom, Father?’ Michael said sleepily.


‘By whom?’ Worrell demanded witheringly. ‘I’ll tell you by whom. By one of the bloody inside servants. And I will not have it! Either I find out which one is the thief or I’ll get shut of the whole pack of ’em and take on a new lot.’


‘But you can’t do that,’ Michael said, alarmed. ‘It wouldn’t be fair.’


‘Fair!’ Worrell retorted. ‘Of course it’s not fair. Life isn’t fair. It’s a dog-eat-dog world, and I’m not going to be the dog what gets eaten.’


‘But Father . . .’ Michael protested.


‘Father is quite right,’ Richard said. ‘If you can’t rule by fear, then you can’t rule at all.’


They were wrong, both of them, Michael thought – but he knew it was pointless to argue. Besides, after his first day on the pans he felt too exhausted to fight. He wondered why his brother didn’t seem as tired as he did – didn’t seem tired at all. In fact, Richard looked as if he’d spent the day lying in the sunshine rather than sweating over a brine pan.


‘By the way,’ said Len Worrell, somewhat calmer now, ‘I’ve been getting good reports from your gang boss on the way you’ve been working, Richard.’


‘Thank you, Father,’ Richard said complacently.


And what about me? Michael pleaded silently. What about me?


‘And I had a word with Cedric Rathbone about you, Michael,’ Worrell said.


‘Yes, Father?’


‘Aye. He says you’re shaping, too – but you’ve a long way to go before you catch up on your brother.’


On the matter of the theft Worrell was as good as his word. The inside servants were questioned over the loss of the guinea and when none of them would admit to having taken it they were all given a week’s notice.


‘Couldn’t you talk to them?’ Michael implored Old Sam the groom. ‘They respect you. I’m sure you could get the guilty one to own up.’


‘Wouldn’t be any point, Master Michael,’ the groom told him. ‘The thief isn’t one of them, you see.’


‘But if you know that, then you must know who really took the money,’ Michael said.


‘Of course I know,’ Sam replied. ‘We all know.’


‘Then why doesn’t somebody tell my father?’


‘The Master wouldn’t believe it,’ Sam said. ‘He’d sack any of the outside servants who tried to tell him. And if it was one of the inside ones – well, they’ve lost their jobs already, so he’d probably have them thrown in clink.’


‘Tell me who the thief is,’ Michael said. ‘I’m not afraid of my father. I’ll make him listen.’


Sam shook his head sadly.


‘You’ve got a good heart, Master Michael,’ he said, ‘but you don’t understand much about the ways of the wicked world.’


‘Then teach me,’ Michael demanded. ‘Tell me all about it.’


The old man shook his head.


‘It’s best all round to leave matters as they are,’ he said. ‘Or there’ll be more damage done.’


It was not until Michael had been working with Cedric Rathbone’s gang for nearly three weeks that he started to gain some inkling of just how little effort his much-praised elder brother was actually putting into his work.


The knowledge came as the result of a chance meeting. Michael was taking a short cut from the canal back to his own pan when he came across Richard lounging against a stack of lumps in the hot house and smoking a cigarette.


‘That’s it, hurry up,’ Richard said sarcastically. ‘You get right back to work.’


‘You better go too,’ Michael advised him, ‘or you’ll be having your gang boss reporting you to Father.’


‘Oh, there’s no chance of that,’ Richard said airily.


‘I wouldn’t be so sure,’ Michael cautioned.


‘Well, of course you wouldn’t,’ Richard agreed. ‘That’s because you don’t know how to exploit things to your own advantage.’


‘How do you mean?’ Michael asked, interested in spite of himself.


‘Bert Mills, my gang boss, is smart enough to realize which side his bread’s buttered on,’ Richard explained.


‘I still don’t understand,’ Michael told him.


‘In a few years I’ll be running Worrell’s,’ Richard said, ‘and I’ve made it quite clear to Bert that if he wants to keep his job then, he’ll make sure I’m happy now.’


‘You’ll be running Worrell’s?’ Michael said, unable to keep the surprise out of his voice.


‘You think I couldn’t?’ his brother challenged.


‘I don’t know,’ Michael confessed, ‘but I never thought you’d want to.’


‘Because I like having fun too much?’


‘Well, yes.’


A cockroach scuttled across the floor. Richard placed his right foot in its path, and when the creature turned, he put his left foot in the way. Confused and trapped, the cockroach cowered in the shadow of a pile of salt blocks.


‘There’s nothing as much fun as having power,’ Richard said. ‘Nothing in the world.’


He bent down. The cockroach made a frantic dash for freedom, but he was not quick enough. Richard stubbed out his cigarette on the animal’s black shiny back.


When he looked up again, Richard was smiling.


‘But power isn’t just about using the big stick,’ he said. ‘Sometimes it’s wise to throw in a carrot, too. Bert Mills likes a drink, and I see to it that he gets one.’


‘But where did you . . .’ Michael began.


‘Where did I get the money from?’ Richard interrupted. ‘Remember Father’s missing guinea?’


‘You stole it!’ Michael exclaimed.


‘Let’s just say I needed it, so I took it,’ his brother replied.


‘The servants lost their jobs because of you,’ Michael said angrily.


‘Yes, they did,’ Richard agreed. ‘And all the new servants know it. That’s why they’re very careful not to upset me.’


‘I’ll tell Father,’ Michael threatened.


Richard laughed. ‘He’d never take your word against mine,’ he said. ‘Besides, he couldn’t allow himself to believe you, because that would mean admitting he’d made a mistake, and that’s not in Father’s nature.’


He’s right, Michael thought. There’s nothing I can do.


The realization of his own helplessness only fuelled his anger, and almost before he knew what he was doing, he threw himself at his brother.


The fight was short-lived. Michael had the fury of righteousness on his side, but Richard had the advantage of two years’ extra weight and height. It was not long before Michael was on the ground with Richard sitting on his chest and pinning down the younger boy’s arms with his knees.


‘I hoped you’d try that,’ Richard said. ‘I really did.’


Other boys at school had talked about their older brothers bullying them and making their lives a misery, but they had never described anything like the look of utter loathing Michael saw on his brother’s face now.


‘You hate me, don’t you?’ he said.


‘Oh yes, I hate you, all right!’ Richard replied.


‘But why?’ Michael asked.


‘Who knows?’ Richard sneered. ‘Maybe I hate you because we’re so different. Or perhaps it’s just because you’re so stupid. It doesn’t really matter why, does it?’


He eased himself off his brother’s chest, gave Michael one last kick in the ribs and stormed away.




CHAPTER TWO


It had seemed to Becky as if the start of school was so far in the future it would never come, but the weeks slipped by and almost before she realized it, the big day had arrived.


Mary Taylor got up exceptionally early that morning and fussed over her daughter as if Becky were the first child she’d sent off to school, instead of the sixth.


‘These clothes are new,’ she said as she helped Becky into her long brown dress with its white lace collar. ‘And there’s not many little girls just starting school who can say that. So no fighting and no rough games. Do you understand?’


‘Yes, Mam,’ Becky said.


‘And don’t go fiddling with your hair once you’re in school,’ Mary said as she pulled her daughter’s tresses into a tight plait at the back. ‘Because if it comes undone, there’ll be no Mam there to tie it up for you again.’


‘No, Mam.’


Mary Taylor shook her head disbelievingly.


‘Yes, Mam. No Mam,’ she snorted. ‘You’ll say anything as long as it’ll shut me up, won’t you?’


‘Yes, Mam,’ Becky replied, grinning.


Mary looked across at her middle son, who was relishing the last few crumbs of bread and marg which still stuck to his fingers.


‘I’m putting you in charge of our Becky, George,’ she said.


‘Me, Mam?’


‘No, not you,’ Mary told him. ‘It’s the other George I’m talking to.’


The boy looked hopefully around the kitchen for a second George, and failing to find one realized the awful task was to fall on him.


‘But Mam . . .’ he protested.


‘But Mam what?’ Mary demanded.


‘Well . . .’ George said uncomfortably. ‘I mean . . . the other lads will laugh at me, won’t they?’


‘And what if they do? That’s their ignorance, not yours.’


‘I know,’ George said helplessly. ‘But . . . but . . .’


Mary placed her hands squarely on her hips.


‘Look,’ she said reasonably, ‘I can’t ask our Philip to do it, can I?’


‘Why not?’ George asked.


‘Because he’s not much more than one of the infants himself. But look at you.’


‘What about me, Mam?’


‘Well, you’re in Standard Four, aren’t you? You may not be a man yet, but you’re not far from it.’


George’s thin chest puffed out with pride.


‘Would it be all right if our Becky walked a couple of steps in front of me?’ he asked tentatively.


‘That would be fine,’ his mother replied in the spirit of compromise. ‘But mind you watch her right to the infants’ gate. And make sure you’re waiting for her when she comes out again for her dinner.’


‘I will, Mam,’ George promised.


‘You’d better,’ Mary threatened. ‘Because if you lose her, you’ll have me to answer to. And you wouldn’t want that, would you?’


‘No, Mam,’ George said, sounding as if he meant it.


Becky had always had her doubts about school. Who, after all, would willingly swap happy days around the washtub with Mam for hours spent imprisoned in a grim building with high walls? And would the teacher throw sticky sweets to her as the train’s fireman did? She very much doubted it!


But as she trudged up the humpbacked bridge past Worrell’s Salt Works her doubts were beginning to multiply. There was this matter of having to dress up for a start. It wasn’t just her frock – her boots were new as well, and squeaked with every step.


And why wear boots at all? she wondered.


It made sense to wear them in the winter, when the frost nipped at bare toes. But why should the silly people at the school insist she put them on in September, with the summer hardly over?


What was the point of going to school, anyway? Dad had hardly been at all, yet he managed all right. He could read his Sunday paper. He could add up his wages. What more did he need?


‘Watch out, you silly little bugger!’ a voice called out.


Becky looked up. She had been so absorbed in her own thoughts that she hadn’t noticed she’d drawn level with the salt store, nor that a gang of men had emerged from the works, pushing a heavy handcart.


Becky stopped, and her boots squeaked again. She watched the men strain against the cart. One of them didn’t look much older than George.


She let her gaze wander to the other side of the road and saw another boy, obviously the brother of the first, leaning against the doorway and laughing to himself. On impulse she crossed the road to the smirking lad.


‘Did you have to go to school when you were little?’ she asked.


It seemed as though the boy was going to tell her to get lost at first, then, as she got closer, he began to look interested in her.


‘You’re a pretty little girl, aren’t you?’ he asked. ‘What’s your name?’


‘Becky Taylor,’ Becky told him. ‘Did you have to go to school?’


‘I still do,’ the boy said with a laugh. ‘But mine doesn’t start again until next week.’


That seemed like a good idea.


‘Can I be your friend?’ Becky asked.


‘Why should you want to be my friend?’


‘So I can go to your school instead of mine.’


The boy laughed again.


‘My school isn’t for girls,’ he said. ‘But I’ll tell you what. Come and see me in a few years’ time, and then we really can be friends.’


Maybe it was the look in his eye, perhaps the gentle, caressing tone of his voice, but whatever the reason, the idea of being his friend delighted Becky.


‘When can we be friends?’ she asked, trying to pin him down.


‘When you’re old enough to play big girls’ games,’ the boy said.


Becky didn’t understand him, though from the way his lip was curling, it was obvious that he’d said something very funny. She was just about to ask him to explain when the handcart came trundling back and her attention was caught by his brother, who was pushing on the side closest to her.


The pushing boy smiled at her. He had a nice face, she thought. Not perhaps as handsome as his brother’s, but nice . . . kind.


‘Come on, our Becky!’ George called out from across the road. ‘If we’re late, Mr Hicks won’t half give us a leathering!’


So you got leatherings at school, too! Becky was looking forward to it less and less.


‘I’ve got to go,’ she said to the boy still leaning in the doorway.


‘Remember what I said,’ he told her. ‘In a few years’ time we’ll play some really interesting games.’


Mr Hicks had a bristling moustache and wore a black frock-coat. He stood at the front of the hall like the Wrath of God, and addressed the new infants – in a booming voice – on their Christian duty. He seemed to Becky to be the most terrifying man in the whole world, and it was something of a relief when, his harangue being over, the infants were led away by a little, white-haired old lady called Miss Stebbings.


Out of the frying pan into the fire! Miss Stebbings might have looked like everybody’s grandmother, but no grandmother ever born could have cracked a ruler across an offending scholar’s knuckles with such ruthless accuracy as she could.


‘And which of you is Colleen O’Leary?’ she asked.


The girl who had been seated next to Becky put her hand up.


‘Me, Miss,’ she said.


Becky had seen the girl before – she was the daughter of Mr O’Leary from the New Inn – but they had never spoken.


She was a funny-looking girl, Becky thought. Her nose was so big, and her mouth so wide, that there seemed to be very little room in her face for anything else.


‘When we have prayers, O’Leary,’ Miss Stebbings said, ‘or when the Vicar comes to tell us about Gentle Jesus, you are to get up quietly and go into the playground. But you must not play once you are outside. You must stand perfectly still and look at the ground. Do you understand?’


‘Yes, Miss,’ said Colleen, obviously intimidated both by her teacher and the fact that the eyes of all the other children were on her.


Becky longed to ask Colleen why she couldn’t hear about Gentle Jesus, but the thought of Miss Stebbings’ ruler coming down on her knuckles was quite enough to restrain her natural curiosity.


‘Monitors!’ Miss Stebbings called out.


‘Yes, Miss,’ replied two big girls only recently out of Standard Four, who – for the princely sum of one shilling and sixpence per week – were now employed to teach the ‘babies’ to repeat parrot fashion the lessons they’d learned to repeat themselves only a few years earlier.


‘I shall instruct the older children for writing,’ Miss Stebbings said grandly. ‘You take the new children over into that corner and start teaching them the alphabet.’


‘Yes, Miss,’ said the monitors – and curtsied.


The monitors herded the babies away from the more advanced scholars.


‘Why do you have to go out when we say prayers?’ Becky whispered to Colleen O’Leary.


‘We’re Catholics,’ Colleen replied, ‘but my mam thinks I’m too little to go all the way to our school in town.’


‘No talking!’ snapped Miss Stebbings, who seemed to have eyes in the back of her head and ears as sharp as a hunting dog’s.


After what seemed like an eternity of ‘A is for apple, B is for ball’, playtime finally came around. The infants trooped out like well-disciplined soldiers, but once in the playground they went wild, releasing hours of pent-up energy in an orgy of running and shouting.
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