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  March, in the year of Our Lord 1837, and the daffodils were opening their golden trumpets as if in silent fanfare to the spring. But for Rebecca Pagnel, sitting in the drawing

  room of her house at the top of Mount Pleasant and gazing down over the rust-red roofs of Kidderminster, it was winter still. And for ever would remain so, she thought as she watched the pale

  sunlight gleam through racing clouds. For winter had come into her life, and no bright sunbeam, no golden flower, could ever melt the ice that had frozen around her heart.




  Below stairs at Pagnel House, much had changed since Rebecca had first come there as scullerymaid, almost twenty years ago. Polly, who had gladly relinquished her job at the

  sink, washing an endless supply of dirty dishes, was now housekeeper. Mrs Hudd, who had taken Rebecca on because of a fondness for the child’s mother, had retired with her savings and a

  pension to a small cottage on the outskirts of Kidderminster. Mrs Atkins, the cook who had supplied Rebecca with most of those dirty dishes, had died making bread one morning, clutching at her

  pillowy bosom as she slipped sideways to the floor. There was a new butler, Mr Bessel, who held sway in much the same manner as his predecessor. Billy the Boots had risen to the heights of Odd-job,

  and a new footman and two new maids giggled and flirted whenever they thought they could get away with it.




  And Rebecca, who had married Francis Pagnel, was now mistress over them all.




  ‘Poor soul,’ Polly commented that morning in spring as the household prepared for the saddest day since old Mr Pagnel had died. ‘She looks as if she don’t rightly know

  where she is. It’s hit her real hard.’




  ‘Not as if she weren’t expecting it, is it?’ the cook remarked. She slapped a huge wad of pastry on the table and began to roll it out, muscles knotting in her bare forearms.

  ‘Bin sickly for years, ’adn’t ’e? Like to pop off any time, from what I ’eard, and he’s never looked right all the time I bin ’ere.’




  ‘It still hits you hard when someone dies, all the same,’ Polly said. ‘’Specially when you think as much of ’em as Beck – Mrs Pagnel – thought of Mr

  Francis.’




  The maids were listening, wide-eyed. They had been up even earlier than usual that morning, scrubbing, sweeping and polishing, and had only just finished their breakfast. In a few minutes they

  would be sent about their work again but for the moment it seemed there was a chance of a short respite.




  ‘You knew ’em when they was young, didn’t you, Mrs Barlow?’ the kitchenmaid asked. ‘When Mrs Pagnel worked here, in this very kitchen.’ She looked around the

  cavernous room, awed. ‘Coo, it seems funny, don’t it, to think of her working here, just like one of us? And then marrying the master.’ She sighed sentimentally. ‘Childhood

  sweethearts, they were, and never had eyes for nobody else. It was a real love story.’




  ‘Tell us about it, Mrs Barlow,’ the parlourmaid begged. ‘I likes a nice love story, ’specially when it ends up sad. Is it true they used to –’




  ‘No, it’s not, whatever it is,’ Polly said sharply. ‘And I’ll thank the two of you to remember just what day it is. The master’s going to be buried today, and

  it’s no time to be gossiping about him and the mistress. It ent fitting – and there’s too much to be done. I don’t know what you think you’re doing, Meg and Annie,

  lolling about here as if it’s Christmas. Now get on with your work or you’ll have more to think about than love stories. You’ll be thinking about how to get yourselves new jobs

  without a character, that’s what you’ll be thinking.’




  The two girls scuttled away, one to the scullery to peel vegetables, the other to the butler’s pantry to help with polishing some of the family silver brought out for the occasion. Polly

  looked after them grimly and then turned back to the cook, who was slapping her pastry into a row of pie dishes.




  ‘Girls today! I don’t know what would hev happened to me and Becky if we’d dared take liberties like those two do. We never had more than a minute to ourselves all day. But

  there, we had to work hard and I suppose that’s made the difference. She remembers what it’s like.’




  Mrs Bentley nodded. ‘It’s not often you finds a mistress like Mrs Pagnel. Most of ’em don’t even seem to know where their own kitchen is. As for what goes on there, they

  don’t care a tinker’s cuss so long as the work gets done, not even if the servants has to stay up ’til four in the morning and get up again at five. Why, there was one I worked

  for in London, before I come ’ere, I swear she didn’t even know she ’ad servants. Thought the ’ouse swept and polished itself and the meals got theirselves ready,

  she did.’ She scooped veal and ham mixture from a large bowl, distributing it amongst the pies, then looked at Polly. ‘Mind, it do seem a bit like a story,’ she said. ‘The

  master marrying the maid, I mean. Was it really like that?’




  ‘Except that Mr Francis weren’t the master, I suppose it was,’ Polly said. ‘He was a cousin then, you see – nobody knew he was Mr Jeremiah’s son. Of course,

  it all come out later – caused a lot of talk at the time. But there, everyone respected Mr Jeremiah, and Mr Francis was grown up by then, and somehow it all seemed to come out all right. And

  Mr Jeremiah never went back on his word to make Mr Vivian the heir to the carpet business – that was agreed when he wed Mr Vivian’s mother. But that’s why he left Mr Francis the

  house.’




  ‘So Mrs Pagnel come back ’ere as mistress.’ The cook sighed, much as young Annie had. ‘And now he’s died, and she’s a widow. And two little boys to look

  after, an’ all. An’ only – what? Not thirty yet, I’ll be bound.’




  ‘Just over,’ Polly said, forgetting that she’d thought gossip ill fitting. ‘Still, she won’t hev it hard like her own folk would’ve done. She’ll be well

  off. Her boys won’t want for nothing, not the way Becky and her family did when they fell on hard times.’




  She stood for a moment lost in thought, remembering the skinny waif who had come to stand on a box at the scullery sink, scrubbing all day with only a breath of fresh air when she had to go out

  to the rubbish heap with scraps. Who would have thought that she could have become wife to one of the brightest young carpet manufacturers in Kidderminster? Or that she would, just a few short

  years later, find herself his widow?




  In the drawing room, Rebecca sat alone, gazing into the fire. Outside, the sun shone from a sky of tender blue, lighting up the daffodils in the garden, bringing a shimmer of

  silvery green to the winter-bare branches of the trees. But here in Pagnel House, the air was chill with death and loss and sadness, and Rebecca shivered and drew her fine wool shawl more closely

  around her shoulders.




  There had been so much death in her life. Her parents, perishing in the poverty of a weaver’s hovel. Her sister Bessie, dying slowly over the years of the dreadful disease of her life in

  London. Her little son, Geoffrey, his bright, eager life extinguished by the muddy waters of the Stour. Jeremiah, Francis’s natural father, who had shown her kindness and welcomed her into

  his family; and his brother, old Geoffrey, who had brought Francis up as his son.




  And now Francis. Francis, her husband, her first, her only sweetheart, who had given her his love, who had accepted hers and cherished it. Francis, her other half.




  Rebecca rose to her feet and walked restlessly about the room, as if activity could shake off her grief. But it would not be shaken away. It bore down upon her like the weight of all the world,

  crushing her, a relentless pressure on heart and mind.




  I can’t, she thought desperately, I can’t live with this misery for the rest of my life. For how many years? Thirty, forty, fifty? Alone, bereft, suffering this incessant clawing

  torment until the grave claims me at last? She shook her head. It was not possible.




  And yet what other course was there for her? Her body would not die simply because she willed it. And she could not will it yet, anyway. Not until the boys grew up. Not until they needed her no

  longer. Not until their own children . . .




  No! Again, she shook her head. No, she would not look ahead so far, she would not think of Daniel and William grown, with children of their own. Children who would call her Grandmother, who

  would have called Francis Grandfather . . .




  She thrust her hands forwards, palms outwards, her arms stiff as if pushing uselessly at some powerful force. But the pain, the grief, the bewilderment of loss, all stayed with her and she could

  see no end to any of them.




  The door opened and she turned slowly, wearily, as if all her strength had been used up in the struggle.




  ‘Tom.’




  Her brother came into the room. He closed the door behind him and crossed the room to take her in his arms. She looked up into his face and saw the compassion there, the concern, and knew that

  she had to answer it with strength. Tom too had suffered his loss.




  ‘Oh, Tom,’ she said, and let her head fall against his chest.




  He stroked her hair, murmuring softly but saying little, and she knew that there was little for him to say. The same thoughts, the same futile questions were in both their minds. The same

  useless railing against nature, against the inexorability of life and death.




  ‘It was London,’ Rebecca said, as if he had asked the question aloud. ‘London killed Francis, Tom, just as it killed Bessie.’




  She felt his arms tighten about her. Nobody ever talked about the cause of Bessie’s death. Everyone knew that it was because of the life she had led – been forced to lead –

  when she and Tom had first fled to London. Everyone knew that if Bessie had not been compelled to earn her living in the only way left to a woman when all else fails, she would not have wasted away

  so terribly before their eyes.




  But Francis had not suffered from the disease that had ravaged Bessie. His death had been brought about by an even more insidious agent, one that struck at rich and poor alike. And the cough

  that had troubled him during the past few years, sometimes almost disappearing, at others bringing a lump of fear to Rebecca’s throat, had finally won. With one last gush of bright, pulsing

  blood, the life had soaked away into the white pillow, and he had died as he loved best to live, in Rebecca’s arms.




  ‘They say that living in cities is dangerous,’ she said bitterly. ‘I knew it too. When we came back to Kidderminster, I thought everything would be all right. But it was too

  late, Tom – too late for Bessie and too late for Francis. Too late for any of us,’ she added brokenly, and wept against his coat.




  ‘Time’s getting on, Becky,’ he said at last, and she raised her head and looked at him with drenched brown eyes. ‘The hearse’ll be here soon. D’you want to

  take one last look at him?’




  Rebecca closed her eyes and her body trembled under the black shawl she still held about herself. She nodded slowly and they turned towards the door and went down the stairs to the library.




  It was in this room, where they had first met, that Rebecca had asked that Francis should lie. A fire burned in the hearth where she used to come to clear the ashes in the early mornings and on

  the shelves were ranged the books that Francis had slipped down to read while the household slept. The bier stood in the middle of the darkened room, the coffin as yet unsealed, and Rebecca

  released Tom’s hand and went slowly towards it.




  Francis lay as if sleeping in the silken shroud. His face was pale as marble, yet without the two spots of hectic red that had so often shown like warning flags in his cheeks, and his eyes were

  closed. His hair had been brushed and lay like worn gold on his brow, and his long, thin hands were folded over his breast.




  Those hands would never touch her again in the loving they had shared. Those lips would never again brush hers, that golden hair never twine between her fingers. Those arms would never hold her,

  and the voice that had whispered in the night would never again speak of the love he bore her.




  Francis’s body lay here still, but Francis himself had gone. His body would be buried, but his spirit had departed. And she could only pray that wherever his new journey had taken him, he

  would wait for her there.




  Tom touched her arm and she turned. His face was grave.




  ‘The undertaker is here, Rebecca,’ he said quietly, and she knew that this was the final moment, her last chance to look upon her husband’s face, for soon they would nail on

  the lid of his coffin and take him away from her for ever. And she moved close to the bier and touched his face with her fingers and bent her lips to his, cold as they were, and knew that this was

  her last goodbye. From this moment, she was alone.




  Tom led her away from the library where she had seen Francis for the first time and the last. He led her back to the drawing room, back to her chair by the fire. And there, he knelt beside her

  and took her once more into his arms and let her weep.




  The funeral over, Rebecca was composed and calm as she moved among those who had come to the house to pay their last respects to Francis Pagnel. She moved quietly, only her

  pallor and a slight heaviness of the eyes betraying her grief. Now and then her eyes would seek those of her brother and when Tom caught her glance they would exchange a look of understanding, and

  Rebecca would feel comforted.




  But her sorrow was never far away and after a while she felt the need to escape from the gathering. Quietly, she slipped out of the room and went to the library where Francis had lain until such

  a short time ago, and there she sat down in his favourite chair by the fire and rested her head against its strong back.




  It was here that Vivian found her, her eyes closed. He stood for a moment, regarding her thoughtfully, and then she stirred and her eyelids lifted. She met his dark, brooding gaze and felt a

  moment of unease, almost fear. Then, quickly, she dismissed it. Had Vivian not proved a good friend to her in recent years? Could there really be either need or reason for remembering the dread he

  had inspired in her years ago?




  ‘You look weary,’ he said quietly, and she nodded, then made to rise.




  ‘I’d better go back. They’ll be wondering –’




  He put out a hand. ‘Stay there, Rebecca. Nobody will wonder where you are or why you’ve left them. You’re a widow, you’ve suffered, you’re entitled to want to be

  alone. Nobody will think it strange.’




  She hesitated, then sank back with a little sigh. Perhaps she could just stay a little longer. The thought of facing them all again, knowing that she might break down in tears at any moment, was

  more than she could bear. ‘I must confess, I’d rather not go back. Everyone’s very kind but –’ her voice shook a little ‘– somehow that makes it all the

  harder to bear. It makes it seem more real. I know it’s real. I know Francis is dead, but somehow I seem to want to pretend he’s not. Just for a little while. Just until I’ve got

  used to the idea.’ Used to the idea! she thought with bitter incredulity. How could she ever get ‘used to the idea’?




  Vivian nodded. ‘I know. I understand.’




  She looked up at him, ready to refute his words. How could anyone understand what she was suffering now? But something in Vivian’s face took her back over the years and stopped her

  words.




  ‘Of course, you would. You’ve suffered it yourself.’ But even as she spoke, a part of her wondered just how true that was. Vivian’s wife, Maria, had died in childbirth

  many years ago, leaving him with six daughters. Yet Vivian had never seemed as heartbroken as Rebecca felt now. Nor had he ever seemed to feel the same deep love that she had felt for Francis. The

  marriage of Vivian and Maria had always been one of convenience, one intended to produce sons to inherit the business, to carry on the Pagnel name.




  It had not been Maria’s fault that no sons were produced, but Vivian had always seemed to blame her for not giving him his heirs. And that resentment had deepened when old Jeremiah had

  died, leaving the business to his adopted son as he’d always promised – but Pagnel House to Francis.




  Rebecca would not have been surprised if the rift, sometimes deep, sometimes shallow, that had always existed between the cousins had not become a gulf during the years that had followed. To see

  Francis and the wife who had once been the lowliest of scullerymaids, now master and mistress of the house he had always believed would be his, must have been galling in the extreme. And Vivian was

  not a man to take such a rebuff lightly. For a long time, Rebecca had treated him with caution, certain that beneath his apparent acceptance must seethe a turmoil of hostile envy.




  But Vivian, after the first shock, had shown little of this feeling. From time to time, she had caught a strange look in his eyes as they rested upon his cousin – a term tacitly accepted

  by all, inaccurately though it described the odd relationship between them. But although he had never been warmly friendly, preferring instead to continue with the patronising condescension with

  which he had always treated Francis, he had kept any animosity to himself. And Rebecca, after her early hesitation, had continued to look after his daughters as she had done ever since their

  mother’s death.




  Yes, Vivian was a past master at hiding his feelings. So perhaps they ran deeper than anyone realised. Perhaps he had indeed suffered when Maria had died, and did understand exactly how Rebecca

  was feeling now.




  ‘It doesn’t seem possible that he’s gone,’ she said, looking into the fire. ‘Just last week he was here, sitting in this very chair – feeling better, he said.

  And I hoped – I tried to hope – that perhaps he would get well again. People do.’ She looked up at Vivian, her dark brown eyes almost black. ‘People have recovered,

  with care. And I did try to take care.’ It was hard to speak through her aching throat. ‘I tried so hard to keep him well.’




  ‘Nobody could have tried harder,’ Vivian said. He took a chair from beside the long table and drew it close so that he could sit beside her. She could feel the warmth of his body as

  he took her hand in his. ‘Nobody ever had a better wife than you, Rebecca. Frank must have known that. Indeed, I heard him say so, many times.’




  ‘A selfish wife,’ she said in a low tone. ‘I wanted to keep him well so that he would stay alive for me. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing him. And now . . .

  he’s gone anyway.’




  Vivian stroked her hand gently. ‘It’s a sad time. A sad and bitter time. You’ll grieve for him – it’s right and natural. But you’re young still, Rebecca. One

  day the skies will seem brighter and you’ll begin to live again. And when you do –’




  He paused and Rebecca looked up at him, startled. But his eyes told her nothing. He smiled slightly and continued, ‘When you do – until you do – I’ll be here. As your

  friend. I hope you’ll always think of me as your friend.’




  She nodded. ‘I do, Vivian. You’ve been a good friend to me, even if you and Francis didn’t always see eye to eye. I’ve never forgotten your kindness when Geoffrey

  –’ But the memory of her dead son, coming at such a time, was too much for her and she broke down completely, burying her face in her hands and weeping without restraint.




  She felt Vivian lay his arm about her shoulders and draw her close. Almost instinctively, she turned towards him, accepting the comfort he was offering.




  ‘He was a good husband to me,’ she said brokenly. ‘He never passed a day without thinking of me above himself. He helped me when my mother died, you know. He brought her here

  to Pagnel House and told Mrs Hudd she was to let her stay in the kitchen – she was almost dead then and many people would have left her where she was, in the hovel with my father’s

  body. But it was so bitterly cold that day in the snow – she would have died even sooner and in even greater misery. And Francis brought her here and defied his aunt to keep her here.’

  She stopped abruptly, remembering that the aunt Francis had opposed was in fact Vivian’s mother. And neither Isabella nor Vivian himself had been in the least sympathetic over that

  episode.




  But Vivian had apparently forgotten his own attitude. He nodded. ‘I remember it. And he would have done more, but for the trouble over Isabel. Poor child, she was deluded – she

  thought Francis loved her and when she found that he didn’t, she lost her mind. It was very sad.’




  ‘Yes,’ Rebecca said a little doubtfully. She didn’t recall the incident in those terms, remembering instead that Isabel, the youngest of the Pagnels, had gone into a decline

  which nobody had been able to halt. From her first refusal to eat, she had become apparently unable to swallow even a morsel, so that when she finally died her body was as thin as a stick and

  unable to perform any of its proper functions. It was as if she had given up living; as if, unable to have Francis, she had decided there was nothing to live for.




  Perhaps Vivian was right; perhaps she had lost her mind.




  Icy, skeletal fingers clutched at Rebecca’s heart. Would this happen to her as well? Would her body, deprived of her husband’s love, decide that there was nothing left to live for,

  that it might as well die? Would she too find herself unable to eat, unable even to drink . . . ?




  But I do have a reason for living, she told herself with sudden urgency. I have several reasons for living. My children. My family. Tom and Nancy. The co-operative. Even – she glanced up

  at the man who held her close – even Vivian’s children. They need me, even as much as I need them.




  The door opened and she turned her head to see her son, Daniel. Her eldest child, her first-born, conceived on the first occasion when Francis and she had made love together. The child she had

  once doubted if she would live to bear, and had believed would never see his father.




  ‘Daniel.’ She stretched out a hand. ‘Daniel, come here.’




  He came slowly across the room towards her. He looked more than fifteen years old today, she thought sadly, seeing the sombreness of the dark eyes so much like her own. His mourning clothes

  deepened the pallor of his cheeks and there were traces of his own grief in his taut expression. But he held himself upright and there was a new air of responsibility about him, as if the many

  people who had told him that he was now the man of the family had persuaded him that it was true.




  I shouldn’t have allowed it, Rebecca thought with sudden regret. He’s too young for it. He’s still no more than a child, and he’s already had too much taken away from

  him. He’ll never learn to laugh now.




  But her tears began again all the same, as if there were an inexhaustible supply, and she bowed her head over his hand and sobbed at the thought that he and his brother William were now

  fatherless.




  ‘Don’t cry so, Mamma,’ Daniel said in a low voice, not far from tears himself. ‘You’ll make yourself ill.’




  Rebecca caught at his hand and gripped it hard as she struggled to control herself. To weep like this in front of her son! But the thought of all that they had lost, she and her sons, was too

  much for her. Francis – Geoffrey – Jeremiah. Even Enid and old Geoffrey, who had been as extra grandparents to the children. No wonder Daniel was more like a man of forty than a

  fifteen-year-old boy.




  The door opened again and her sister-in-law Nancy came in. As pale as the rest, her light brown hair drawn tightly back from her small-featured face, she looked nevertheless as if she at least

  had everything under control, including her own feelings. She came swiftly forwards and took Daniel’s hand.




  ‘Come on, Danny, it’s time you and William was back in your own quarters. Your ma’s got enough to worry her.’ She gave Rebecca an anxious glance. ‘I told you I

  didn’t think the boys oughter come down. It’s upset ’em both and young Will’s playing up already.’




  ‘We’ve always shared everything with the boys,’ Rebecca said wearily. ‘Good and bad. And I shan’t stay here any longer, being sorry for myself. I’ll come and

  say goodbye to everyone and then I’ll go up to the nursery myself and have tea with them. Daniel, you can take William and change back into your everyday clothes and go out into the garden

  for a while. You’ve been cooped up in the house ever since – for days now.’




  ‘In the garden?’ Vivian said, scandalised. ‘Rebecca, do you really think –’




  ‘That it’s fitting?’ She stood up and her swollen mouth twisted a little. ‘No, Vivian, I don’t suppose it’s at all fitting. But then, Francis and I never did

  do what was fitting, did we? And I don’t suppose I’ll start now.’ She gave her son a smile. ‘Don’t look so solemn, Daniel. Go out and enjoy the fresh air for

  a while. And don’t be afraid to play your games. Your father wouldn’t have wanted you to be miserable.’




  She watched as the boy went uncertainly from the room, and stood for a moment quite still, struggling within herself to gain the release she had offered him. But for her, it was impossible. Her

  wounds were still too raw, the pain too severe.




  All she could do was act. But that, at least, she could do well. For hadn’t she been doing it all these months, as Francis’s disease gripped him ever more tightly in its harsh grip?

  Hadn’t she forced herself to go calmly through the days, pretending there was nothing wrong, never letting her own fear show? Hadn’t she been determined to keep the full horror from

  him, so that he could live without fear, without dread?




  And if she could do all that, couldn’t she now go back amongst her friends with her head held high, her eyes dry and her manner calm? And if her strength had indeed left her,

  couldn’t she at least pretend it was still there?




  The day was over at last. Vivian had gone home to the house Jeremiah had built for him when he married Maria, to the daughters who had each been a more bitter disappointment to

  him. His sisters Jane, Enid and Sarah had departed with their husbands, their going no less a relief to Rebecca than it was to them. And those whom Rebecca and Francis had counted as true friends

  – Tom and Nancy, the men he worked with in the co-operative, some of his friends from schooldays – had left more reluctantly, each aware that this moment was the end of an era, the

  beginning of a different and unwelcome life for Rebecca.




  There was one friend, however, who had not come, and it was he whom Rebecca would have welcomed most. Matthew Farrell, bright-eyed and laughing yet serious enough when the occasion warranted,

  who had been Francis’s best friend through their schooldays, who had disappeared to travel the world and turned up on their doorstep one windy March morning and become as one of the

  family.




  She thought of him now, sadly, remembering the times she had walked with him, talked with him. That first morning when he had entertained her and Edith with wildly exaggerated tales of his

  adventures abroad. The day she had gone to inspect the foundations of his new house; the day he had gone out with Francis to celebrate Lawless Hour, when she had begun her labour with baby William,

  an ordeal that had nearly killed them both. The day he had been injured in the riots of the Great Strike, and the horror of the night, when he had accidentally shot and killed Bill Bucknell . .

  .




  And the grimness of the weeks that had followed. Matthew, thrown into prison, awaiting trial while poor Bessie, the unwitting instrument of the accident, had died in her own squalid cell. The

  trial, with its constant attendant fear that he would be judged guilty and hanged. The mixture of emotions – relief, dismay, dread – when he had been sentenced to transportation.




  And now he was in Australia, having survived the voyage. Occasionally a letter would arrive from him, telling of strange sights, of animals it was difficult to imagine, of savages who ranged in

  wild, untamed country and killed any convict desperate enough to try to escape. Of long, hard days spent clearing the forests, cultivating the land, scraping a living from a country that seemed

  reluctant to provide it.




  What would Matthew feel when he learned of the death of his boyhood friend? But she would have to write and tell him. For Matthew was her friend as well, with a bond between them that distance

  could not sever.




  ‘I don’t like leaving you on your own,’ Tom said as, last to go, he and Nancy had stood by the door. ‘Why don’t you let us stop a few nights, just ’til

  – ’til –’




  ‘’Til I get used to it?’ Rebecca supplied wryly, and shook her head. ‘Tom, I don’t think I’ll ever get used to being without Francis. Just as you’d

  never get used to being without your right arm. But I have to learn to deal with it, and I may as well begin now. Tonight, next week, next month, in a year – it will be just the same. There

  has to be a moment when you go out of that door and leave me here.’ She smiled. ‘And I’m not alone. I have the boys here, and Polly. She’s not just a housekeeper, you know

  that. She’s my friend.’




  ‘Aye, I know. All the same . . .’




  Rebecca looked at her sister-in-law, and Nancy touched Tom’s arm.




  ‘Becky’s right, Tom. And she’s had just about enough, you can see that. You’ll go to bed now, won’t you, Becky – try and get some sleep?’




  Privately, Rebecca thought she would never sleep again. Whenever she tried, images of Francis rose before her eyes. Francis as he had been in their youth, so bright and strong, waiting for her

  in the library. Francis, following her to London, searching for her in the teeming streets. Francis, working hard at his own business, setting up the looms with Tom and old Samuel, his fair head

  bent over the designs he and Rebecca made together for new carpets.




  Francis, coming back to Kidderminster, fighting to set up his co-operative, working as a partner rather than a master with his weavers. Francis, striving to make his dream come true, the dream

  he had always had of weavers raised from poverty and respected as the craftsmen they were. Francis, supporting the Great Strike seven years ago, arguing their case with the other manufacturers,

  opposing his cousin Vivian with a quiet strength nobody but Rebecca had suspected.




  And Francis, growing more fragile as the years passed yet scorning the illness that was slowly gnawing at his lungs. Growing thin as a wafer, his frail body racked by the terrible cough, beaten

  at last by the ravages no man could withstand.




  There were other images too. Of herself and Francis together in the library, she afraid all the time that she would be discovered and dismissed. Of that afternoon in the woods when she had lain

  in his arms and tasted the exquisite delights of love. Of her terror when she had realised she was pregnant, her certainty that Francis would help her, her despair when she had been turned out of

  the house and found herself in London, alone, friendless, without hope.




  Her thoughts still circling in her mind, she hugged Tom and Nancy and saw them out, assuring them that they mustn’t worry about her. Polly would come and sit with her for a while before

  she went to bed. They went at last, Tom still doubtful and Nancy repeating her advice to go to bed at once and have a good night’s sleep. As if sleep were something you could simply order,

  like a cup of chocolate, Rebecca thought ruefully as she went back to the drawing room.




  She sank down on a chair by the fire and gazed into the flames. So it was over. Her life with Francis, finished. Fifteen years of loving, of being a part of each other. All the years of her

  adult life, finished. And now she must start again.




  How would she ever find the strength to drag herself through the rest of her days? How to decide this, attend to that, how to take an interest in matters that seemed so unimportant now, so

  trivial?




  The door opened quietly and Polly came into the room. She crossed to the fire, put on a few extra coals and sat in the chair opposite Rebecca. For a few moments, they regarded each other in

  silence.




  ‘How things have changed, Polly,’ Rebecca said at last. ‘Do you remember when we were maids here together? Creeping about the house early in the morning with our

  housemaids’ boxes, making the house shine so that everything would be in order before the Family got up. And always terrified one of them might see us – as if we were elves, doing our

  work secretly in the night, and not human servants at all.’




  ‘Aye, I remember.’ Polly looked down at her hands, smoother now than they had ever been in those days, one adorned with the wedding ring that was her only right to be called

  ‘Mrs’. Polly had had her times as a young girl, but had never found a man she wanted to marry. But when she became housekeeper to Mr Jeremiah, she had taken the wedding ring and the

  title as part of her job.




  And she certainly looked matronly enough. From a wisp of a maid, almost as skinny as Rebecca herself had been in those early days, she had grown and filled out into a buxom woman with quite as

  much majesty as befitted a housekeeper. Her black dress added to the impression and she wore her bunch of keys with pride. Enough to intimidate any impertinent tradesman, Rebecca thought with an

  unexpected glimmer of amusement, and certainly enough to strike terror into the heart of any maid or bootboy.




  ‘Did you ever think you would become a housekeeper?’ she asked. ‘I remember that first morning, when Mrs Hudd took me down to the kitchen and handed me over to Mrs Atkins. I

  looked at that huge pile of washing-up in the scullery and vowed there and then that I wouldn’t spend my life scrubbing. There were better things in the world for Rebecca Himley! And I made

  up my mind that I’d be a housekeeper one day and wear a black dress and carry keys.’




  ‘And here you are, mistress of the whole house,’ Polly said. ‘Aye, things change in ways we can’t foresee – and mebbe it’s just as well. No, I didn’t

  reckon I’d ever make it this far. I just took one day at a time, always did. I reckon a parlourmaid was as far as I ever looked. Or head housemaid. And then getting wed to some handsome young

  footman, mebbe. Well, it all happened, bar the footman. And I’m not too sorry about that – footmen aren’t much, after all.’




  ‘Perhaps you had the best of it,’ Rebecca said. ‘A good position and no one to cause you pain. No husband or children to die and leave you alone.’ Her voice wavered and

  she stopped and bit her lip. ‘No. I must not start feeling sorry for myself again. And I still have so much – Daniel, William, Tom and Nancy. You.’




  ‘But none of us enough to fill the gap he’s left behind,’ Polly said quietly. ‘It’s all right, Becky. I know. And if you can’t feel sorry for

  yourself today of all days –’




  ‘Oh, I know. One must mourn. But I also have to be strong, for my boys and for myself.’ She was quiet for a few moments, then said slowly, as if working it out in her own mind as she

  spoke, ‘You see, Polly, I know that if I allowed myself I could just sink into a decline of misery and stay there. I wouldn’t have the strength to pull myself out of it – I

  wouldn’t even want to. And I can’t let that happen, for the boys’ sake.’




  ‘Nonsense,’ Polly said robustly. ‘You’re not the sort at all.’




  ‘Oh, I am. I can be. I’m human, Polly, just like everyone else. I don’t have an endless source of strength. I know this could happen to me, because it almost happened after

  Geoffrey was drowned. I sank then and almost didn’t rise. I can’t let that happen again.’




  ‘Don’t be too hard on yourself. You’ve been through a lot. You’re bound to feel a bit shocked to begin with. In a few months –’




  ‘A few months! Polly, I can’t afford to sit idle for months. I’ve told you, there is this part of me that would sink back, let others take over and never come to life again.

  No, I have to start again at once. I have to find something to do, something that’s important to me.’




  ‘The boys –’




  ‘The boys are well looked after. They go to school, they have their friends and their games. I see them in the mornings at breakfast and in the evenings before they go to bed – what

  am I to do with the hours in between?’ She shook her head. ‘And Vivian’s girls are just as occupied, with their governess and their lessons. I see them most days, as you know, and

  I help Vivian with their needs, but they really take very little time.’ There was a tinge of despair in her voice as she went on. ‘The days are so long, Polly, so full of hours. And I

  can’t spend them as other women in my position do – by calling on friends, leaving my card, holding “At Homes” two afternoons a week. I’ve never done that.’




  I’ve never been able to, she thought, imagining the reaction of the other wives when she had first come back to Kidderminster as Francis’s wife. A former scullerymaid, sitting in

  their drawing rooms sipping tea and nibbling at little cakes! And she had never wanted to pass her time in that way. Since the age of eight, when she had first begun to draw for her father, she had

  been accustomed to hard work. Living a life of idle luxury, delightful though it might sound, had never suited her.




  ‘You had your Wives’ Group during the strike,’ Polly said. ‘Helping the weavers through their hard times. And there’s the school you and Mr Francis set up, you go

  there a couple of times a week. There’s plenty for you to do.’




  ‘Yes, those things.’ She gazed broodingly into the fire. ‘But I need more than that, Polly. I need a purpose in my life. Something that will drive me on, give me something

  positive to live for. And, of course, the answer’s easy.’




  ‘Is it?’




  ‘Yes. Don’t look so bewildered, Polly. It’s right there in front of our eyes – or perhaps I should say, under our feet.’ She looked down at the carpet, at the rich

  colours blending in one of the designs she and Francis had worked on together. ‘The co-operative. I shall take Francis’s place with that.’




  ‘The co-operative? But Tom looks after that.’




  ‘Tom and Francis together. And without Francis, Tom will find it difficult – he never liked to deal with customers. Francis and I did the designing and Francis dealt with suppliers

  and customers, leaving Tom and the weavers to produce the orders. It worked well but Tom won’t be able to do it all himself.’




  Polly stared at her. ‘But you can’t do that! Go travelling to London and Halifax and such, buying wool and getting orders like Mr Francis did.’




  ‘And why not?’




  ‘Well – you just can’t. I mean, ladies don’t. How could you go and talk to people like – well, like Mr Broom and the others? They’d think there was summat

  queer about you. I don’t suppose they’d even let you in the factories.’




  ‘I won’t be going to factories. I’ll be going to the big London stores and to private customers who have always bought our carpets. The wool-buying and dyeing side, I’ll

  employ someone else to do. But if you’re a customer looking for a new carpet, you can’t do better than talk to the designer. And as I shall still be doing that –’




  Polly shook her head. ‘But it’ll be a year before you can even think about these things, Becky. What’ll happen in the meantime?’




  ‘A year?’




  ‘For – for your mourning,’ Polly said hesitantly.




  Rebecca tightened her hands in her lap. She felt the familiar ache in her throat. How easy it would be to agree with Polly, with everyone else, to take that year of mourning. How easy to sit

  back in her widow’s weeds, refusing to venture out, sending away callers. How easy to let the waters of grief close over her head as the waters of the Stour had closed over Geoffrey’s,

  to drown in them, to let life go by without her . . .




  ‘No,’ she said, and although her voice was low there was no doubting the iron determination that strengthened its tone. ‘No, Polly. My mourning will be my own affair, not a

  public spectacle. I shall set my affairs at home in order, and then I shall begin. Francis and I had a dream which we worked together to achieve. And I shall go on working towards it.’ She

  lifted her chin and looked Polly in the eye, and her own eyes glittered with tears and with resolution. ‘I shall turn the dream into a glory.’




  
 





   




   




   




   




  Chapter Two




   




   




   




   




  ‘You can’t be serious.’




  Rebecca looked up at Vivian. He stood before the fireplace, legs straddled, hands behind his back. His head jutted forward a little, his brows were lowered and his face dark. She felt a small

  qualm. Vivian could be as determined and as stubborn as a prize bull when he felt like it, and as unstoppable.




  ‘You can’t mean this, Rebecca,’ he repeated. ‘You’re still upset. You’re not thinking clearly. It’s a madcap scheme and in your heart you know

  it.’




  ‘I know nothing of the sort,’ she answered. ‘And I’ve thought about it a good deal. Even before Francis died. I know quite as much about the business as he did, and

  I’ve been designing carpets ever since we were married. Who better to go on running the business than I?’




  ‘Who better? Who worse, you mean! Rebecca, you know perfectly well that women in your position do not go into the marketplace. And there’s no need for it. You’ve got

  your brother to run the factory itself, you can employ someone to do the selling. You surely don’t intend to jaunt about London with an order book in your hand! It would be totally

  unfitting.’




  Unfitting. That word again. But hadn’t her entire life been unfitting? Wasn’t it unfitting that Francis had married her at all? Wasn’t Francis’s own existence

  unfitting? Isabella, Jeremiah’s wife and Vivian’s mother, had certainly thought so.




  ‘I don’t think I can take that into account,’ she observed. ‘I seem to have lived my whole life so far being involved in unfitting events. Perhaps I’m fated to go

  on doing so.’




  Vivian stared at her. Then he dropped into the chair at the other side of the fireplace and ran his fingers through his dark, curling hair. It was beginning to recede a little now, she noticed,

  and wondered if he minded. Vivian had always been vain about his looks.




  ‘Rebecca, we had better talk about this. I hadn’t intended to do so – I thought you might still be too grieved. But if you are, it seems like to have turned your mind and

  clearly something must be done before you start to act foolishly instead of simply talking about it. Now, I’ve been thinking about this a good deal and what I want to propose is this

  –’




  ‘I’m sorry, Vivian,’ she broke in. ‘But I’ve been thinking a good deal too – I told you that – and I’ve made my decision. I really can’t see

  what we have to discuss.’




  ‘Nor will you unless you listen to me,’ he said sharply, and she inclined her head, acknowledging the truth of his words. Perhaps she ought to listen to him? After all, he’d

  taken the trouble to think about her position and come here to discuss it. And he had been kind to her, according to his lights.




  ‘All right,’ she said. ‘What do you want to say?’




  Vivian sat up and looked at her intently but didn’t speak at once. Now that he had her attention, he seemed to be taking careful consideration over his words.




  At last he began, speaking slowly and thoughtfully and without any hint of the condescension he was often accustomed to use. He spoke, she thought, as if he had at last forgotten she was a woman

  and recognised her as an intelligent being. And she immediately felt herself respond and open her mind to him.




  ‘It’s been clear for a long time,’ he said gravely, ‘that Francis was seriously ill and unlikely to recover – I think you saw that for yourself.’




  Rebecca bowed her head. It had been all too plain for months. Francis had virtually faded away before her eyes. She had known that there was no hope.




  ‘But I couldn’t speak before,’ Vivian went on. ‘I had no idea what arrangements Francis might have made, what his wishes were. Of course, I would have been only too

  pleased to have discussed it with him if he’d wished it – but you know Francis has never been wholly easy with me. I hesitate to speak ill of him now he’s gone, but it has to be

  said that he was always jealous of me.’




  Rebecca stared at him. ‘Jealous? Francis? Of you? Vivian, I don’t think –’




  ‘Yes, jealous,’ Vivian repeated. ‘Oh, it was natural enough. I tried always not to allow it to affect our relationship. But ever since he discovered the truth about his birth

  – and, quite honestly, I think it would have been better if Father had kept that to himself – I was aware of his bitterness. He always felt that he should have been acknowledged as

  Father’s true son and taken precedence over me. Even though I’d been adopted and it was always understood I would be heir to the business!’ Vivian gave a short, unamused laugh.

  ‘He played on poor Father’s feelings towards the end, of course, and that was why the house was left to him. But there was never any question of his inheriting the business.’




  ‘Nor did he ever want to,’ Rebecca said in a firm voice. ‘Vivian, you’re quite wrong about Francis. He was never jealous of you, nor of any other man. He hadn’t a

  jealous bone in his body. And he never, at any time, tried to manipulate his father’s feelings. He was as astonished as the rest of us when he discovered that he’d been left Pagnel

  House.’




  ‘I’m sure you believe that,’ Vivian said smoothly. ‘You’re a good, loyal and devoted wife. But perhaps I saw a side of Francis that you didn’t suspect. We

  grew up in each other’s pockets, after all.’




  Rebecca was silent. She did not believe Vivian, but the thought of arguing with him was too painful. It would be like fighting over her husband’s grave. She simply shook her head and

  looked into the fire.




  ‘Well, we needn’t worry about it now, anyway,’ Vivian said after a pause. ‘I didn’t come here to discuss Francis’s nature. What we have to decide is what you

  are to do now, and what is to happen to the business.’




  ‘I told you,’ she said in a low voice. ‘I’ve decided what to do. And if you’ll forgive me, the business is –’




  ‘Not my business,’ he finished for her. ‘Well, of course I understand that. But you’ll surely allow me to talk to you as a friend, Rebecca? As I hope you’d talk to

  me – as indeed you have talked to me, during these past few years since my dear wife died.’ He leaned forward a little and she glanced up at him, meeting his dark eyes.

  ‘I’ve accepted so much help from you,’ he said softly. ‘Won’t you at least let me offer a little of my own?’




  Rebecca felt ashamed. It was true that she had taken over a good deal of the upbringing of Vivian’s daughters. And she had enjoyed doing it. It had made her feel useful, wanted, and had

  helped to repay the debt she’d always felt to him over the way he’d supported her when her own son had died.




  Wasn’t it churlish of her to spurn his offer now – and even more churlish to refuse even to listen to it?




  She reached out to touch his hand.




  ‘I’m sorry, Vivian. Please go on.’




  ‘Well, as I said, I’ve given this a lot of thought. And it seems to me that you have several problems. The business, of course. Your own life and how you are to lead it –

  though that’s something that can be left for a while, since you must observe deep mourning for at least a year. And your sons.’




  ‘Daniel and William are not a problem,’ she said quickly. ‘Francis and I were both happy with the way their education is progressing. They will continue with it, of

  course.’




  ‘Of course,’ he agreed. ‘But to what end? For what sort of life are you preparing them? Have you given any thought to that?’




  ‘Vivian, they’re children still.’




  ‘But not for long. Boys have a habit of growing up, Rebecca, and they do it very quickly. Daniel is – what? – fifteen years old. It isn’t too early to be thinking of his

  future, especially in the circumstances. William, I agree, can be allowed to continue for the time being, but you should be giving very serious thought to Daniel’s future, Rebecca.’




  ‘But why? He’ll almost certainly go into the business. Which Tom and I will build up between us,’ she added with increased firmness. ‘Vivian, you must know that I have no

  intention of becoming a recluse for the next twelve months. I should go mad.’




  ‘There may be some,’ he said quietly, ‘who think that you have already done so. Now –’ he held up a hand ‘– you said you’d hear me out, Rebecca. I

  have a definite proposal to make – one that will help both you and your son.’




  Rebecca watched him. She felt a tiny slither of fear inside her, like a worm moving.




  ‘Well? I’m listening.’




  Vivian lowered his hand. He looked at her very gravely, and the worm lifted its head again. She wanted suddenly to stop him, knowing that what he was about to suggest would be abhorrent to her.

  But even as she opened her mouth, he spoke, and his words chilled her into silence.




  ‘I want to adopt Daniel as my son,’ he said. ‘It seems to me to be the best solution to all our difficulties. He’s a sensible lad and biddable enough – if he joins

  my household now he can be trained into my ways. I’ll educate him and bring him up, and when he’s ready I’ll teach him the carpet business. His future will be assured –

  I’ll make him my heir. And you’ll be relieved of the responsibility of him, and only have young William to worry about, and I daresay we’ll find something equally suitable for him

  when the time comes.’




  Rebecca gazed at him. She found it difficult to take in what Vivian was saying. Adopt Daniel! Take him away from her, bring him up as Vivian’s own son? She shook her head numbly, unable to

  comprehend the idea.




  ‘But why?’ she asked at last. ‘Why should you want to do such a thing, Vivian? What benefit is it to you?’




  His mouth twisted a little, wryly.




  ‘Does it have to have some benefit for me? Couldn’t I be doing it simply because – well, because I care for you, Rebecca, and want to help you?’ He smiled and then went

  on, ‘But you’re quite right, of course. There would be some benefit for me. You know that I’ve always wanted a son, to carry on the business, and that Maria – God rest her

  soul – was never able to give me one. And somehow I’ve never found another woman I wanted to marry.’ There was an odd, dark shadow somewhere deep in his eyes as he said this.

  ‘And here is Daniel, a Pagnel by birth and by name, with no father to bring him up . . .’




  ‘He has me,’ she said quickly, but Vivian shook his head.




  ‘A boy needs a father, Rebecca. Petticoat government is no good for any boy who wants to grow up to be a man.’




  ‘But you could help me, as I help you with the girls,’ she persisted. ‘They have no mother but I try to fill that place as well as I can. Couldn’t you do the same for

  Daniel? And there’s Tom as well,’ she added. ‘He’s here most days. He and Nancy will give me any help I need.’




  ‘Tom!’ There was no mistaking the dismissal in Vivian’s tone, and Rebecca felt herself bristle. Had he forgotten Tom was her brother? ‘Forgive me, Rebecca, but fine man

  though Tom is, he still displays his origins. He’s still a common weaver at heart. Whereas you –’




  ‘Whereas I am a common weaver’s daughter,’ she cut in quickly. ‘And proud to be so! And Daniel is a weaver’s grandson, and will not be allowed to forget it. If he

  were to come to you, Vivian, would you let him remember that? Would you let him honour his grandparents, or would you want to pretend they had never existed? No,’ she said, shaking her head,

  ‘I thank you for the offer, Vivian, but I’ll not let you have Daniel. He’s Francis’s son, and mine, and so he stays.’




  ‘You’re making a mistake,’ Vivian said, and she lifted her head proudly.




  ‘Then at least it will be my mistake, and no one else’s.’




  Vivian sighed, with the air of a man who had expected trouble and now must try again.




  ‘Rebecca, you haven’t given yourself time to think about this. Try to understand what I’m offering. Daniel will have a good home with me, but of course you’ll be able to

  see him whenever you wish. You can come to him or he can visit you here. He’ll also have a fine education – better than the one you’re providing for him at the local grammar

  school, good though that might be. He’ll live close to me and so grow up understanding the ways of the carpet business. And he’ll be heir to one of the finest manufacturing firms in the

  country. How can you refuse him these things? How can you say no to such opportunities?’




  Rebecca felt a helplessness creep over her. How, indeed, could she refuse these things on behalf of her son? What would he say to her when he was grown and perhaps wished she had decided

  differently?




  ‘But there’s already a business for Daniel to inherit,’ she pointed out. ‘His own father’s business – the co-operative. He’ll grow up beside Tom and me,

  hearing our discussions, learning our ways.’




  ‘And how often have you and Francis told me that no one inherits a co-operative?’ Vivian cut in. ‘Doesn’t it belong to all, as much to the lowliest draw-boy as

  to the manufacturer? Isn’t that the fine principle by which you and your brother live?’ His dark eyes flicked over her. ‘Have you looked at the accounts of your co-operative

  lately, Rebecca? Have you seen just how well it pays its way, what fine profits are made? Have you ever considered that it may have been bolstered up, subsidised, by the money Francis earned in

  my business and the money that the rogue Farrell put into it before he was transported?’




  Rebecca stared at him. ‘Of course it makes a profit! Francis and Tom were very pleased with it. Francis told me how well it was doing the last time he –’




  ‘A business may be said to be doing well when its losses are below a certain limit,’ Vivian said smoothly. ‘Provided it can be expected to stop losing at some specified future

  date and the losses can be borne until then. But that isn’t the case now, is it?’




  ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ she said after a silence.




  ‘And that’s one reason why your own scheme is so foolhardy. You’re chasing a dream, Rebecca. You haven’t even begun to look into the reality. The co-operative was never

  more than a dream – a fantasy. With the money that was being poured into it, it might well have given the appearance of being a success. But it could never have been a real success – it

  could never have stood on its own feet. And now that it’s lost that support –’




  ‘How do you mean?’ Rebecca interrupted. Her skin felt cold, as if the blood had left her cheeks, leaving them pale and cool as marble. ‘How has it lost its support? Why should

  it not go on to be successful? People are buying our carpets – orders are still coming in – our customers are standing by us –’




  ‘And will they continue to stand by you when it is known that Francis is dead? I doubt if the news has reached all your customers yet. What do the Duke of this and the Lord of that care

  for the demise of one insignificant carpet manufacturer? But your suppliers may hear sooner, and they may hesitate to send you their wool and their dyes when they know that Pagnel of Pagnel &

  Himley has died. They may want to be more certain of being paid.’




  ‘They will be paid,’ Rebecca said stubbornly, and Vivian gave a short laugh.




  ‘And with what will you pay them, Rebecca my sweet? With the money that Francis is no longer earning from his work with me? With the money that Matthew Farrell can’t contribute now

  that he’s in Australia and likely to spend the rest of his life there? Those rivers have run dry, Rebecca, and what is to take their place? I tell you, the co-operative is not strong enough

  to stand alone. But there –’ he shrugged and began to turn away ‘– you don’t have to believe me. Ask your brother.’




  There was a long silence. Rebecca looked ahead and saw that the future could indeed be a bleak one. That Vivian spoke the truth, she had no doubt. He would have made sure of that before coming

  to see her. And she knew that he was right about the co-operative. It had not yet begun to pay its way, confident though Francis and Tom had been that it soon would. All it needs, she thought, is a

  little more time. Just a little more time . . .




  She rose to her feet and touched Vivian’s sleeve. He turned and looked down at her and she searched his dark eyes, trying to find the kindliness that she believed must be there. Vivian

  would not stand by and watch them starve. He could not.




  ‘Please, Vivian,’ she said in a low voice, ‘could you not help us? Make a small loan, enough to keep us going until the business begins to make a profit? It can’t want

  much now. A year or two – no more. It would mean so little to you, and so much to us.’




  A small muscle moved near his mouth. ‘So little?’ he said. ‘And how do you know, Rebecca, just what it would mean to me?’




  There was a strange force in his tone, and she hesitated and drew back a little. Surely she had not made him angry? But before she could speak his expression changed, softened a little. He shook

  his head.




  ‘No, Rebecca, I will not make you a loan. Why should I? Without Frank, the co-operative will fail, however much money is poured into it. He was the driving force behind it. I should be

  throwing my money away.’




  ‘No! Surely not.’ She gazed up at him, her eyes as dark as his. ‘Don’t you have any belief in my abilities, Vivian? You know that many of the new designs are mine –

  and they’re as successful as Francis’s. I’ve sat with him, discussing the business side of the co-operative. I know how to reckon the accounts, he taught me all that. Why should I

  not carry on with it? Yes, and make a success of it?’




  He flicked his fingers. ‘Because it simply isn’t that easy, Rebecca. Francis had the contacts, the people in Halifax and in Scotland, wool suppliers who had known him for years. Are

  they going to deal with his wife? They’d laugh in your face. And your customers in London and the country houses where you’ve been finding a market for your exclusive designs –

  are they going to believe in you? Of course not! It isn’t a question of my believing in you, Rebecca – nobody else is going to take you seriously. And no loan is going to help

  you there.’




  She stared at him, then turned slowly away. She stood at the window, looking down over the town. Kidderminster lay below, the tumbled roofs leading down to the river, the factory chimneys laying

  a pall of smoke over the sprawling buildings.




  ‘So you won’t help me?’ she said in a low voice, and Vivian sighed.




  ‘Rebecca, I’ve offered you help. But you don’t seem to want to take it.’ He paused, then went on, ‘If you don’t allow me to help, the entire responsibility

  will rest with you. I’ve tried to point out the problems you’ll have in building up your own business – this so-called co-operative that Francis and Tom were so pleased with, and

  which is now doing no more than staggering along. I’ve tried to show you that it will never do more than that, if indeed it manages as much. That’s all you’ll have to pass on to

  your sons. And if it fails, what then? Weaver’s hovels for them both? The loom again and poverty, like the grandfather you want them to honour? Wouldn’t it be better to swallow your

  pride and allow me to help in my own way?’




  She swung round on him, her eyes suddenly aflame.




  ‘Help? Is that what you call it? Robbing me of my son? Taking away one of the few people I have left to live for?’ Her voice trembled. ‘And what would happen to the

  co-operative then? You believe it will fail anyway. What is to happen to Tom and Nancy, and to me? And to William? Are we all to be reduced to the gutter while you take what’s left of our

  business?’ Her voice was bitter. ‘You wouldn’t even have to pay me for it. It would just fall into your pocket.’




  Vivian shook his head. ‘You know I would never let that happen to you, Rebecca. But if you persist, what choice would I have? Listen to me. If you allow me to adopt Daniel, your own future

  and that of William will be assured. Of course it will. And I’ll be only too glad to assist with the business of the co-operative if it should run into difficulties. Perhaps even merge it

  with my own – now is that so unfair, considering that I’m taking on the expenses of your entire family? Does it seem so unreasonable?’




  ‘My entire family? William, as well as Daniel? Tom and Nancy too?’




  ‘William, of course,’ Vivian said steadily. ‘There should be sufficient money in your business – particularly if I am permitted to have a say in its running – to

  provide him with an education and set him up in his own career. You, of course, would always be provided for. But as for your brother –’ he shrugged ‘– he’s an

  able-bodied man and had more advantages than most. I can’t see how I could be expected to provide a living for him. Nor do I think he would be willing to accept it.’




  Rebecca was silent. Vivian was perfectly right – Tom would never accept help from him. He had never trusted Vivian, ever since those days when he and Bess had been forced to accept his

  help in their flight to London. The debt had rankled ever since, and the fact that Vivian had refused to accept repayment when Tom had scraped it together and offered it, had made it no better.

  ‘I’d rather know it was paid back,’ Tom had said to Rebecca then. ‘He’d hev no power over me then. An d he knows it, too.’




  It was power Vivian had always wanted, she thought. Power over Tom, over Francis, over his weavers. Power over Kidderminster itself. Wasn’t he even now working towards attaining the

  position of Mayor? And now, power over herself and her family . . .




  ‘So,’ she said, ‘I am to betray my brother and see him on the streets, without a job.’




  Vivian made a sound of exasperation.




  ‘Rebecca, why must you dramatise everything so? Your brother won’t be on the streets. He’ll not want for a job. He’s a fine craftsman, he’s been running a business.

  Every manufacturer in Kidderminster will be willing to employ him. I’d employ him myself if he’d accept it – my point is that he probably won’t. I’m well aware of how

  your brother feels about me, but it’s his own obstinacy that prevents him from seeing the truth, Rebecca, and his own stubborn pride that stands in his way. There’s nothing I can do

  about that.’




  He came swiftly across the room and took her hands in his, looking down earnestly into her face. ‘And it’s that same pride that prevents you from thinking clearly too. Let me say

  again what I am prepared to offer you. A secure home and living for the rest of your life. A secure future for your son – for both your sons. Nothing to worry about, ever again. And all I ask

  is that you allow me to adopt Daniel. For God’s sake, Rebecca, I’m robbing you of nothing. He’ll be here in the same town, you’ll continue to see him, he’ll be your

  son still. Is the favour yours or mine?’




  She looked at him doubtfully. It sounded so reasonable. And yet . . . She thought again of all Francis had worked for, of the dream he had fought to turn into reality.




  Slowly, she shook her head.




  ‘It’s kind of you, Vivian, but I can’t let it all go so soon. I must at least try. I owe it to Francis.’




  ‘Rebecca, Frank’s dead.’




  She flinched at his brutality but answered steadily, ‘But his dream is alive, Vivian. And so am I, and so are Daniel and William. And Tom. And the weavers who are also part of the

  co-operative. They have their rights too. I can’t just give it all up. It isn’t even mine to give.’




  ‘Nobody’s asking you to give up anything, Rebecca. I’m not even suggesting you should change things at the co-operative. Just let it go on in the same way, if you like.

  You’ll soon see if it can carry on.’ His tone told her what he thought of its chances. ‘I came here to offer help, to offer security for your son. Do you have any right to refuse

  that help, out of hand, on his behalf? Have you even given it real consideration?’




  ‘I could consider it for months and my answer would be the same. Daniel is my son, mine and Francis’s. I can’t give him up.’




  ‘Rebecca, you’re not giving him up. He wouldn’t even have to change his name –’




  ‘No,’ she said again, and this time her tone silenced him. They stood without speaking for a few moments. Then she turned away and sat down again, her forehead resting in her palm.

  ‘I’m sorry, Vivian. Perhaps this has come too quickly. You’re right, I haven’t had time to think.’ She looked up at him, raising trembling fingers to brush away a wisp

  of tawny hair. ‘Give me time, Vivian. I don’t believe it will alter my mind at all – but give me time. And I promise I will think about it.’




  She saw his eyes move over her, assessing her words, and then he nodded slowly. ‘Very well, Rebecca. There’s no hurry, after all. And perhaps a closer look into the affairs of your

  precious co-operative will convince you that it will never stand on its own feet. You’ll realise then that my offer is not to be sneezed at.’ He paused. ‘It means security,

  Rebecca, security for you and for your boys. You, of all people, should understand the value of such a promise.’ He drew his watch from its pocket and looked at it. ‘And now I must go.

  I’ve stayed overlong as it is. No, don’t ring for the maid – I’ll see myself out.’ He lifted her hand and touched it briefly with his lips. ‘You’re a

  strong woman, Rebecca,’ he said quietly. ‘I’ve always admired that in you. But there is a limit to what a woman’s strength can achieve, and few women are able to survive

  without a man to support them. Remember that, won’t you?’




  The door closed behind him and Rebecca heard his footsteps descend the stairs. Below, she heard the sound of the front door and then all was quiet.




  Was it true that a woman could not survive without a man? But there were plenty of widows who did.




  Yes – but those were widows who were provided for, whose income came steadily from their husbands’ businesses. Widows who had the means to bring up their children, educate their sons

  and see them start in those same businesses, or perhaps in some new life, able to earn a living and support families of their own.




  There were others who did not. Who had no easy income, no fortune, who saw their homes crumble about them, removed by failure and bankruptcy. Who ended destitute, thrown on the mercy of their

  families. Or worse . . .




  Was this what could happen to her and her sons?




  Never! Rebecca thought with sudden determination. Vivian is just trying to frighten me. He says himself I am strong – he doesn’t know how strong. I helped Francis build up the

  business, I helped him dream his dream.




  I can continue it.




  Vivian let the door swing shut behind him and strode away from Pagnel House. Halfway down Mount Pleasant he paused and looked back at it, his eyes narrowed.




  A slap on his back caused him to turn sharply, and his expression relaxed.




  ‘Ben Messinger! You old rascal – where did you spring from?’




  His assailant grinned and fell into step as Vivian resumed his walk down the hill. ‘Oh, I’ve been here and there. Edinburgh, mostly. I’ve more or less taken over the business

  at that end. Thinking of building a house there.’




  Vivian stopped and looked at him. ‘In Edinburgh? You’re doing so well?’




  Ben Messinger nodded complacently. ‘The Scots are good workers, Vivian. More hard-headed than the Kidder manufacturers, and the weavers aren’t so lazy. They’ve seen hard times

  up there before – the Clearances may have happened a long time ago, but they remember. They’d rather eat than have that happen again.’




  ‘Ours want to eat too,’ Vivian growled, ‘but sometimes I think they want the food put into their mouths to save lifting their arms. Except when there’s a strike, of

  course. They’ve plenty of energy then for posting pamphlets and raising riots.’




  Ben gave him a sideways glance. ‘You sound out of sorts, Vivian. Don’t tell me you’re missing that so-called cousin of yours? I heard he’d died.’




  ‘That’s right, consumption. It’s been hanging around him for years. I wondered the cholera didn’t carry him away a few years ago when it was rife here, but that wife of

  his took as much care of him as if he were a baby. I’m surprised she let the consumption have its will in the end – the way she’s been these past few years, God Himself would have

  thought twice about taking her precious husband before his time.’




  His tone was a mixture of bitterness and grudging admiration, and his friend hesitated before remarking, ‘That was the little serving wench, wasn’t it? You make her sound quite a

  character.’




  ‘Oh, Rebecca has character all right. Rather too much of it, if truth be known.’ Vivian scowled and then added forcefully, ‘Truth to tell, I never really understood what a

  woman like that could see in my cousin. Even as a housemaid she had fire in her – and he was as studious as a schoolmaster and as insipid as my mother’s lapdog. And yet he managed to

  seduce her, God knows how! And put a brat in her belly for her first time, if either of them’s to be believed.’




  Ben laughed. ‘It sounds as if you envy him his fortune. Are you telling me you tried and failed? Turn you away, did she?’




  Vivian’s scowl deepened, but Ben Messinger was one of the few people not afraid of his temper and after a moment or two he grinned wryly. ‘Well, it’s a long time ago now and

  – yes, I did try as a matter of fact. After all, she was a maid in my mother’s house, it was more or less expected of me. And none of the others . . . anyway, she fought me, the little

  minx.’ There was a touch of admiration in his voice even now. ‘Kicked, scratched, bit – it was like tussling with a tiger. Sharpened up my appetite, I don’t mind telling

  you. Most of them were all too ready to give in for a sovereign or two. But Rebecca . . . yes, I can easily see what attractions Frank saw there, though I’d not have thought they were his

  dish of tea. Those dark eyes held a deal of promise.’




  ‘So what happened?’ Ben asked. ‘You didn’t give up, did you, on account of a few bites and scratches?’




  ‘Not I! I simply let her go with a promise to come back for more. I was rather enjoying the fight, you see – and the more she spat at me, the more I looked forward to the final

  conquest. Only young Frank got there first, and without a mark on him – must have cuddled up to him like a kitten. And before I knew it, she was dismissed – sent out of the house, and

  disappeared to London.’




  ‘Where Francis found and married her. A romantic story indeed. And you’ve never made your mark with her since? Even though she’s no longer a serving girl but one of the

  family?’




  Vivian shook his head. ‘I’ve more sense than that, Ben. Though I don’t mind admitting, I’ve sometimes been tempted – given her the odd glance, you know, just to see

  if the old fire’s there still. But now . . .’ He turned again and looked back up the hill at the house that could still be seen above the roofs and the trees, and his eyes narrowed

  again.




  ‘Now she’s a widow,’ Ben said softly. ‘And well-to-do.’




  Vivian laughed shortly. ‘That’s what everyone thinks. Up there in her grand house, where once she came to scrub dishes. Ironic, isn’t it, Ben? She, a weaver’s daughter

  who grew up in a hovel, living in one of the best houses in Kidderminster. The house that by rights ought to be mine.’ He moved restlessly. ‘How did he do it, Ben? That by-blow of my

  father’s – how did he get to possess everything I wanted, everything that should have come to me? The woman, the sons, a business of his own – a share in my

  business, as if that weren’t enough – and then the house I grew up in? Just what did he do to deserve all that? What did I do that I didn’t get it?’




  Ben shrugged. ‘Nothing, I’d guess. It’s just life, Vivian. Did anyone ever promise it was going to be fair?’




  Vivian made no reply but his mouth set in a way both his mother and his wife would have recognised, and somewhere faintly in his memory he seemed to hear just such a childish cry: ‘It

  isn’t fair!’




  Isabella would have hastened to make sure that it was fair – in other words, that Vivian got what he wanted, because to her that was what fairness was. And Maria would have hastened too,

  in much the same way, though from different motives. In Maria’s experience, if her husband didn’t get what he wanted, she was likely to suffer for it.




  There was no one now to give Vivian what he wanted. But he had long been accustomed to take it for himself.




  Ben’s words sounded again in his mind. A widow now . . . and well-to-do.




  Except that Rebecca wasn’t well-to-do. She was facing disaster.




  ‘But she’s as stubborn as ever,’ he told Ben as they began to walk down the hill again. ‘You’d think, wouldn’t you, that she’d see this as an

  opportunity for her son? But she seems to think I’m trying to steal him from her! My God, I’m offering the boy my home – he’s already got my name – and an inheritance.

  What more can she ask? How many men would be willing to do that, especially with his background – father a bastard, mother out of the slums. Why, he only just escaped being illegitimate

  himself! But he’s a Pagnel and I’m offering him the best chance he’ll ever get. And is Rebecca grateful? Not she! She turned me down flat. And if she thanked me at all, it was

  only for the look of it. Well, she’ll be sorry when that precious co-operative of theirs begins to fail. As it will, Ben, as it will.’




  He nodded. ‘Of course it will. Damn silly idea in the first place. Anyone could have seen it wouldn’t work, after the first flush of enthusiasm. But young Francis was always an

  idealist.’




  ‘Trouble is, he never lived to find it out,’ Vivian growled. ‘That man died happy, Ben! He had it all – wife, sons, business, house, and even his blasted Dream seemed to

  be coming true. And he died believing it. I think that’s what sticks in my craw most of all.’




  Ben grinned. After a moment, he said, ‘You’d still like to best him, wouldn’t you, Vivian? Even though he’s in his grave, you’d still like to think you had those

  things that he prized so much. The house. The boys – or one of them at least.’ He paused, then added idly, ‘It’s a pity you can’t marry her. Then you’d have it

  all, just with one kindly action.’




  Vivian stopped. He caught at Ben’s arm, turned the other man towards him. His dark eyes glittered suddenly.




  ‘Can’t marry her? Who says I can’t marry her?’




  ‘Well, you can’t, can you?’ Ben said reasonably. ‘She comes within the proscribed relationships, surely. “A man may not marry his brother’s wife.”

  Francis was old Jeremiah’s son, so –’




  ‘But I wasn’t,’ Vivian said. ‘I wasn’t Jeremiah’s son. And Frank was never formally acknowledged so – he was adopted by Geoffrey and Enid. There’s

  no blood relationship between us, Ben, and no paper one either, except as cousins both adopted. There isn’t any reason at all why I can’t marry Rebecca.’




  ‘Except for the lady herself,’ Ben said slyly. ‘She fought you once, remember? The bites, the scratches, the kicks?’




  ‘I remember very well,’ Vivian said slowly. ‘I remember how they whetted my appetite for more. And I told you, the fire’s still there – I’ve seen it in her

  eyes.’




  ‘Well then,’ Ben said, ‘perhaps it’s time you went courting again.’




  ‘You mean to go to all the carpet masters in Kidder and ask ’em for money?’ Tom pursed his lips and shook his head. ‘They’ll never lend us any,

  Becky. Why should they? Stands to reason – they don’t want the competition. And there’s not a man amongst ’em wouldn’t be pleased to see Pagnel & Himley go to the

  wall.’




  ‘Tom’s right,’ Nancy said. ‘No manufacturer is going to help another business on its feet – ’specially not a co-operative. It’s a dirty word to

  them.’




  ‘They’ll be glad to see us in Queery Street,’ Tom said. ‘And like to hev their wish too, before any of us is much older.’




  Rebecca looked at him with sudden fear. ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Why, only that Vivian’s right, blast him. Business ent good, Becky, you must know that. Seems to me it never has bin, ever since Boney’s wars was over. We ent never got over

  them. Even the Jacquard ent really bringing in the money, and it cost a mint to instal them high looms. Done better to hev stuck with good old Brussels, we would.’




  ‘There are other methods,’ Rebecca said doubtfully. ‘The new Tapestry carpets . . . and I’ve heard talk of something that looks very like velvet.’




  ‘Tapestry!’ Tom snorted. ‘Nobbut cheap gaudiness, flaunting all its colour like the river on dyeing day. You know what Francis always wanted, Becky – the best quality

  weaving to the best designs. Tapestry’s for them as don’t mind heving the same carpet as the folks next door and knowing just what they paid for it. Our customers don’t want

  summat you’ll see in every parlour in the street.’




  ‘I know.’ Rebecca sighed. ‘And we’ve got a good clientele now – people who know what we can produce and will come to us again and again, and recommend their

  friends. So why are we in such trouble?’




  ‘Well, it ent that we’re in trouble exactly,’ Tom said, frowning. ‘Like you say, we got the customers and they’re good customers too, ready to pay for what

  they wants. But mekking carpets the way we does is expensive. We uses the best materials and they costs money. Money we has to pay before we gets paid for the carpet.’




  ‘And we have to pay the weavers too,’ Rebecca agreed. ‘And because it’s a co-operative, we have to pay them a proper share of the profit – not just the basic wage

  that most manufacturers pay. Yes, I see what you mean, Tom. Once the business is properly established and making a good profit, all this can be done and money put aside for future expansion. But

  until that time –’




  ‘Until that time,’ he said, ‘we’re still living on what was put into the business in the first place, to get it started like. Money from Francis, money from Mr Jeremiah,

  money from Matt Farrell. And that money’s just about all gone, Becky. And none, so far’s I can see, to tek its place.’




  ‘And we’re not yet making a profit?’




  He shook his head. ‘At the present rate, it’d be another two years before we can say that, Becky.’




  They stared at each other. Rebecca’s heart grew cold. Another two years! With expensive wools and dyes to buy, looms and machinery to be maintained, new designs to be transferred to the

  big Jacquard rolls. With rents and weavers to be paid, her own and Tom and Nancy’s living expenses. The boys to be clothed, fed, educated . . .




  ‘But we are still making carpets,’ she said, knowing that she was clutching at straws. ‘Those carpets, when we deliver them, will bring in good money.’




  ‘Which won’t be enough,’ Tom said grimly. ‘Not to do all it has to do. I tell you, Becky, blasted Vivian Pagnel’s right. The co-operative can’t go on. Not

  without someone gives us a lot of help.’




  A lot of help, Rebecca thought. A lot of money, he means. Enough to keep us going for another year, two years, maybe three. Enough to pay all our expenses and keep us all for as long as that.

  And even then, we’ll still be struggling. We’ll only just be making enough.




  Or I could agree to Vivian’s suggestion and let him adopt my son. Daniel, conceived in love between me and Francis the first time we ever lay together, in the woods on a Sunday

  afternoon.




  It felt more like selling him. Selling her own son, for the sake of a business.




  The Dream she and Francis had shared was rapidly becoming a nightmare.
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  ‘It ent going to work,’ Tom said gloomily. ‘We’re set for disaster, Nance. And I can’t see naught we can do about it.’




  Nancy laid down her mending and looked at him. He was sitting at the table where she prepared their meals, where they ate, where Tom did his figuring, where they sometimes played a game of

  cards. He had papers spread out in front of him, a pile of shavings from the quill pens he had kept sharpening all evening, a pot of ink. Some of the ink had transferred itself to his fingers, from

  where it had reached his face so that he looked as if he had some virulent disease. And if he had, he could not have looked more anxious.




  ‘Is it really as bad as that?’ she asked.




  He nodded. ‘I think it is. See – we’ve got a lot of wool to pay for, wool we haven’t even started to use yet. And orders are going down. Folk hev heard about Francis and

  they don’t see us carrying on without him. They’re looking for other manufacturers to mek the special carpets they wants. Manufacturers like Vivian Pagnel,’ he added bitterly.

  ‘And masters like him aren’t going to turn away orders, are they, not even if they knows they’re rightfully ours?’




  ‘But he could tell them,’ Nancy said. ‘He could tell them we’re still working.’




  ‘And do you think he will?’ Tom asked, and she was silent. ‘No, Nance, if Vivian Pagnel sees a chance to tek away our customers, he’ll grab it with both hands. It’s

  in his nature. He’s that sort anyway, and when it’s us . . .’




  ‘But he’s fond of Becky. He’s bin helping her – up there three, four times a week, he is, asking if she got any problems, anything she wants done. Takes an interest in

  the boys – and Becky’s bin looking after his girls ever since Mrs Vivian died. I know Becky wouldn’t let him take young Danny, but he wouldn’t do nothing to make things

  worse for her.’




  ‘You sure of that?’ Tom asked sceptically. ‘’Cause I ent. He’s deep, Vivian is, alius has bin. He don’t do nothing like what you’d expect a bloke to do.

  He got his own ideas and he don’t talk about ’em, neither.’ He leaned forward, looking at her intently. ‘Know what I think, Nance? I think he still means to hev young Danny.

  He don’t give up that easy and once he’s made up his mind he wants summat, he don’t give up till he’s got it. And he’s allus wanted a son to carry on his

  name.’




  ‘So why didn’t he get married again?’ Nancy asked bluntly. ‘Mrs Vivian’s bin dead a long time now. Why ain’t he found someone else to give him his

  son?’




  Tom shrugged. ‘Couldn’t find a good breeder, mebbe. Looking for proof – like some strong young widow who’s already got a few boys to show she can do it.’ He stopped

  suddenly and stared at his wife, and after a moment or two Nancy said what was in his mind.




  ‘Like Becky.’




  ‘Like Becky,’ Tom said slowly. ‘Nance, you don’t reckon . . . ? But she never would. She’d never tek Vivian. She never, never would.’




  ‘She might,’ Nancy said quietly. ‘If she was desperate enough.’




  The letter came one chill November afternoon, thick as Matthew’s letters always were, and Rebecca caught it up with an eagerness that surprised her. Had she really been

  waiting for it with such longing? But it was the first since Francis had died, the first since she had written to tell Matthew the news, and she looked at it with sudden foreboding. Whatever

  Matthew said, it was bound to bring back the pain she had been fighting all these months. Was she strong enough to bear it?




  She stood for a few moments turning the letter over in her hands, then glanced up as Polly came into the room. Her eyes went at once to the letter.




  ‘From Mr Farrell? What do he say?’




  ‘I haven’t opened it yet. To tell you the truth, Polly, I’m a little afraid to.’




  ‘Think it might be upsetting, do you?’ Polly said. ‘Well, it’s bound to be really, ent it? Him being Mr Francis’s friend and all. And he’ll be worried about

  you.’




  ‘I suppose so.’ Still holding the letter, Rebecca walked to the window. ‘It seems such a long time since Matthew was here, Polly, that sometimes I can barely remember what he

  looks like. Yet we were all so close – and when I read his letters he seems to be beside me again.’ She looked once more at the package, soiled from its long journey. ‘He lives in

  another world now,’ she said sadly. ‘And he seems almost to have settled down there. I don’t believe he will ever come back to England.’




  ‘Rubbage! Of course he will,’ Polly said stoutly. ‘’Specially now. He’ll want to see you’re all right – look after you, like. I bet he’s working

  for his pardon this very minute.’




  ‘It’ll be another three years before there’s any chance of that – and where will I be then?’ Rebecca gazed down through the darkness of the winter’s afternoon

  at the town, the spreading roofs. Even though trade was bad in the carpet industry, new factories continued to sprout like weeds and there were other, smaller industries besides – the

  tanners, coachbuilders, wheelwrights, brewers and blacksmiths – that any town of size could boast. And there seemed to be more and more people too. Even the great cholera epidemics of a few

  years ago, wiping out so much of the population as they did, had failed to have any noticeable effect. It was as if Nature had doubled her efforts to keep the human race alive.




  ‘Well, where d’you expect to be?’ Polly asked. ‘Here, won’t you, same as now? ’Less you gets wed again, and that’s as likely as not. You don’t

  look a month above twenty-five.’




  Rebecca smiled. ‘I look as old as I am, which you well know is two years above thirty. I am an old widow with two boys to bring up, Polly, enough to put off any man.’




  ‘This must be your day for talking rubbage,’ Polly remarked, and went to make up the fire. ‘I’ll hev that young housemaid’s skin for a bedspread, see if I

  don’t. Hevn’t she bin in here at all today to mek up the fire? As for putting off men, they’re only waiting till your year’s up and then they’ll be round here in

  droves. You’ll hev your pick of Kidder, see if I’m not right. Oh, not the young shavers, I’ll allow, but you wouldn’t want them anyway, would you? No, there’s plenty

  of good, well-set-up bachelors and widowers will be glad to hev another –’




  ‘Polly!’ Rebecca spoke sharply, aware of a sudden distaste for the conversation. What was she doing, talking like this with Polly, and Francis not six months in his grave?

  ‘It’s all right,’ she added more quietly. ‘I’m as much at fault as you. It’s this letter, it’s unsettled me. It reminds me of so much – of happier

  times.’ Her voice quivered and broke a little. ‘So many gone, Polly, and Matthew’s so far away, he might as well be dead too. I’ll never see him again.’ She looked at

  the familiar, sprawling handwriting, and felt an ache in her throat. ‘If only he hadn’t gone out that night. If only he hadn’t been persuaded to take his pistol.’




  ‘And were “if onlys” flagstones, the world could be paved,’ Polly observed. ‘You might as well say “if only he hadn’t helped with the strike”. Or

  “if only Bessie hadn’t followed him and grabbed his arm”. Or even “if only Bill Bucknell hadn’t bin stood in the way”. Except that if it hadn’t bin he,

  it’d hev bin some other body. And Mr Farrell, he was never one to stand aside. And he’s still a hero with the weavers, you knows that.’




  ‘And much good that does him,’ Rebecca said bitterly. ‘Kept on a hulk for six months, enduring that dreadful voyage, treated as a slave at the end of it all . . . Well, at

  least he’s not kept in a cell or a dungeon as he would have been if he’d stayed in an English prison. At least he’s out in the air, doing real work.’




  ‘That’s it.’ Polly finished making up the fire and straightened up, brushing the coal dust from her hands. ‘Now, you set yourself down here, comfy by the fire, and read

  your letter. It’ll do you good. And what’s it matter if it makes you cry a bit? Crying’s good for you. Ask me, you ent done enough.’ She made her way towards the door.




  ‘I didn’t ask you,’ Rebecca said, sitting down where she was told nevertheless and taking up a paperknife. ‘Not that that stops you ordering me about. Just remember,

  Polly, I’m the mistress here – you’re just a housekeeper.’




  ‘Coo!’ Polly jeered. ‘And you nothing but skin and bone when you first come, and scullerymaid under me.’ She paused at the door and turned, her grin reminding Rebecca

  suddenly of the saucy kitchenmaid Polly had once been. ‘I’ll send you in some tea. I daresay you’ll be wanting it.’




  The door closed behind her and Rebecca smiled, but there were already tears in her eyes. What would she have done all these months without Polly? She sometimes felt that the housekeeper, so

  stout and majestic now yet still revealing the odd glimpse of the skittish girl who had giggled and grumbled as she swept floors and brushed out hearths, was her only friend.




  That wasn’t fair, of course. She had Tom and Nancy too. But Tom, although her brother, had been torn from her life when she was only ten years old and not come back into it until she found

  him in London, when she was pregnant and penniless. It had been Polly she had grown up with, Polly who had shared her days, Polly who understood.




  Rebecca looked down again at the package, half open now in her lap. With a sudden firmness, she ripped it open and drew out the closely written pages. Matthew had been her friend too. And

  although she truly believed she would never see him again, he was still her friend – even across the thousands of miles that lay between them.




  The looms were already clattering when Tom arrived at the co-operative, and he paused to listen to the sound that, to him and his weavers, meant life. A noisy loomshop meant

  food in bellies, roofs over heads: a silent one meant doom.




  Tom had experienced enough poverty in his life and it showed in the stoop of his shoulders, once so straight, in the anxiety that was never far from eyes that had once held a spark. And although

  for the past dozen years and more he had enjoyed regular work and a growing business of his own, he was always aware of the disaster that could be waiting round the next corner. He never trusted

  his good fortune to last.
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