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PART ONE

Thorpa Old Manor, 1845


Chapter 1

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

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

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

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

“And therefore?” John prompted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Be thankful for that,” John said.

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

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

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

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

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

“Dammit, Stevenson!” he said.

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

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

“But you have applied?”

Sir George looked sharply at him, offended.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Oh?”

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

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

“But his name. His name was Thornton.”

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

“His uncle!”

“I don’t believe it!”

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

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

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

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

“In the most biblical sense!” Nora laughed.

“She told you that?” He was astonished.

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

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

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

“Not …?” he asked.

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

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

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

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

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

“Why?”

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

“How old was he then?”

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

“By Kitty?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He nodded, still unhappy.

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

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

“Yet you hesitate.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 2

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

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

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

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

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

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

Nora could not see that that was a complete explanation.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“My maiden name,” Nora said, surprised.

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

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

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

“I wouldn’t say it’s very common.”

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

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

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

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

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

“He said it was very beautiful.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You know that Sam is in service?”

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

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

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

“Yes,” Nora agreed, smiling despite herself.

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

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

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

Madame Rodet waved away the explanation and smiled.

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

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

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


Chapter 3

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m not walking to Thorpe!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What?”

“The cholera burial ground from the 1832 outbreak.”

Nora held her breath as she looked out.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Anyway, I don’t always say no.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

His hands slipped away to encircle her waist.

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Sorry,” she said again, hugging him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What’s for supper?” John asked.

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

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

“Shepherd’s pie, sir.”

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

“John!” Nora pinched his arm.

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

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

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

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

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

“You’ll see the children then.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Not trouble?”

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

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

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

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

“You don’t think she’s genuine?”

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

John smiled to himself.

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

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

She nodded and turned to the letter from Thornton:


Dear Stevenson,

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

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

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

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


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


Chapter 4

A watery moon shone in the dawn sky when John set off next morning on Hermes, his favourite horse. Hermes had been with him since his earliest days as a contractor over in the West Riding. Just before John mounted, Willet put a finger to his lips and beckoned him over to the tack-room door. There in, the dark lay Ironside, stuporifically asleep in the sodden greatcoat he had worn through last night’s drizzle. He was gently steaming. The air was pungent with him.

They shut the top half of the door quietly. “An amazing machine, the human frame,” John said. “When you think of all the punisment it can tolerate.”

“Aye,” agreed Willet, who did nothing to excess.

The light northeasterly breeze grew stronger as John neared the highway. The skies must have cleared in the small hours for the ground and air were close to freezing. There was no shelter from the cold for several miles either; the Malton road led north along a high ridge of the wold. But the views were compensation enough—eastward over the rolling hills to the German Ocean and the sunrise; westward over the deeply shaded Vale of York and down into the dying night.

He blinked to shake the windwater from his eyes and drew his lungs full of the morning air. It was almost worth a quaking bog to have the excuse to ride this way on such a day. The only folk he met were shepherds and field labourers starting their day’s work; their greetings were cheerful enough but their pinched faces and starved bodies spoke of poverty and neglect. John noticed it more than most, being used to his navvies, who could outwork half a dozen of these farm labourers. He had always thought starvation wages were bad business. Even on his first contract, when the shopkeepers in the villages beside the line had tried selling rotten goods to his lads, he had set up his own tommy shop to sell cheap wholesome staples like beef and bread and beer and potatoes.

No, he thought, to be fair, their tommy shop had been Nora’s idea. She had meant it as a way of making more money; but it had paid both ways—financially and in well-fed gangs. Now, on every contract where there were more than three hundred lads, there was at least one Stevenson tommy man on commission, buying staples of wholesome quality and selling at small margins. For the privilege, they paid Stevenson’s thirty pounds a year for each hundred men, and if they weren’t altogether too clever, each tommy man could make a little more than that for himself. If they were too clever and cut the quality or swelled the price, the gangs could vote them off the site.

The whole system was Nora’s, really. She always claimed that she had hated their first shop, which she herself had managed for several months. Her dislike was odd, because in fact she had a great gift for the business. She knew how customers’ minds worked. She understood avarice and cupidity—and how even the poorest customer, who bought, say, just a pound of udder fat to cook for her man, needed nonetheless to feel it was almost as good as sirloin. Often he had seen her pass over the counter a poor piece of lean beef without a trace of good fat on it—and even in the way Nora handled it, even if she said nothing, there was a suggestion that it was quality meat. And that instinct for a customer’s feelings was what she had somehow passed on to the tommy men. At present the system was earning them three thousand pounds a year; that, too, was characteristic of Nora.

She was quality, he thought. There were few like her in the whole kingdom. He had known as much from the day they first met. Without her, he might well have gone under, like dozens of other ambitious navvies these last few years. And yet … and yet he could not feel entirely easy nor deal quite plainly with her, especially of late. There was a sense in him that she was manipulating their affairs, pushing him in directions he would rather not go, while making it seem that each step was dictated by some outside logic, unconnected with her own will or preference. Or was that being unfair to her?

For some time he had been aware of a pack of hounds giving tongue as they approached the road along one of the lanes to the west. He reached the corner as the leaders, sterns waving, poured on to the highway. It was a bitch pack out for exercise with a whipper-in and some kennel servants. He nodded curtly to the whipper-in and got a cool nod in return. This was York Union country, where they would no more let in the likes of John Stevenson than the King of the Hottentots. He subscribed—and heavily, too—to the York and Ainsty, and Nora went down there to hunt. She said that the wold was poor country, but he knew that was not so and that the exclusiveness of the York Union hurt her.

“Never mind,” he had once said. “They’re on the way out, we’re on the way in. They have to cling on to something.”

“Then I could wish they’d chosen something unimportant for their raft,” she said.

The dull red globe of the sun was looming above the far-off mist as he went down over Birdsall Brow and made for Burythorpe. George Hudson’s place at Howsham was only a few miles distant, and he toyed with the idea of making a detour that way. He wondered whether Hudson had heard of the trouble on the line, which Hudson had himself surveyed some years earlier. Also he had an idea that the Railway King could help him in the question of Beador’s involvement in railway shares.

In fact, John had turned off and was already on the lane to Leavening when he saw coming toward him a mounted figure who could only be George Hudson himself, pink in the rising sun.

“Stevenson!” he called before either could make out the other’s features. His tone was filled with relief. “Hoped I might cross your path. I owe you an apology.”

“Oh?” John was wary. The great autocrat did not often speak like that, except when he wanted a favour of you.

They shook hands. John looked steadily into those deceptively soft grey eyes, searching for clues that had not been in the voice. They were not in the eyes, either. “Yes,” Hudson said. “This wet ground. I’ll be damned if it was like that when our party went through.”

“Ah!” John was tolerantly laconic. “These summer surveys!”

Their horses sniffed at each other and then stood aloof, breathing steam.

“I hope you won’t lose by it,” Hudson said, still playing at penitence.

“That’s what you employ a big contractor for. You know we’ll not come whimpering at every little setback, grumbling about the survey. Anyway, it can’t be bad. My engineer missed it, too, and I’d back him against any man.” As a deliberate afterthought he added: “Except yourself, of course.”

Hudson, knowing full well he was being buttered, laughed hugely. As always, John warmed to his charm and magnetism. The man was a rogue, no doubt of it. A rogue, a genius, a loyal friend, a terrible adversary, a quietly ruthless competitor. But the world was warmer and the air somehow more vibrant when he was near. “If only all the world’s rogues were such men as Hudson!” he often said to Nora. The “business side of business” might become more enjoyable to him then.

“Were you coming up to look at it?” John asked, jerking his head toward Portobello, where the trouble lay. He heeled and pulled Hermes around on the spot.

“No,” Hudson said. “Not now I have your assurance. But I’ll go with ye as far as Burythorpe.” They spurred forward into a trot, to get their horses’ blood moving again. “Does Mrs. Stevenson keep well? And the children?”

“Indeed. And your people?”

“I think there’s only one person in England can rival me at figures-in-the-head, and that’s Mrs. Stevenson.”

“Oh, you’re safe there.”

But Hudson shook his head. “If all shareholders were chalkheads like her”—his mouth fell to a dour, inverted U—“railway business would become impossible.” He sniffed at the air and repeated: “Impossible.”

Why did he come out to meet me? John wondered. Hudson fell back, casually, a foot or two. And just as casually he said: “I’ll wager she wishes you had your ironworks already.”

“Already?” John asked in surprise, before he realized that the question should have been: Ironworks? “Did you say iron or ironworks?” he added to repair the blunder.

Hudson was carefully not smiling, carefully neutral. “I know I wish I had bought a works last year. Trade was so bad I had the chance.”

“You’d be comforted now, that’s certain,” John said. He wondered whether Hudson, despite this disclaimer, had not in fact bought an ironworks.

“I did well enough,” Hudson said coolly. “As chairman of the Newcastle & Berwick, I advised them to buy ten thousand tons of iron rail when it was down to six pound ten a ton. They refused, so I bought on my own account.”

John whistled. “It’s thirteen pound now. Cent per cent!”

Hudson nodded, gratified. “They shall have it for twelve pound—and wish they had let me do them the bigger favour.”

John was glad of a large standing puddle to negotiate at that point. What Hudson proposed was certainly illegal; he wished the great man would guard his tongue more carefully.

“I suppose you bought then?” Hudson asked. “Iron in plenty. You’re too astute not to.”

Does he want rail from me? John wondered. Or to sell at arm’s length through me? He began to worry. “Plenty of iron,” he answered, assuming a smugness to match Hudson’s. “Aye. But little rail, of course.”

“Of course,” Hudson echoed. His eyes scanned the horizon in rapid jerks. He was trying to work around to something. “I met Mrs. Stevenson at the station,” he continued, and then lapsed into thought.

“Recently?” John prompted.

“Uh? No, no.” He frowned. “Last year. December. When the price was still down. I advised her then: Tell you to buy iron. You have no notion.” He came alive again. His eyes shone and he spoke rapidly and with emphatic conviction. “No notion. Even I have no notion. The railways that will be built these next five years. I tell you, Stevenson, we shall double the track miles. More! We shall double the route miles. Think of that!”

It was fool’s bait, John decided; all this golden talk. He felt the first impulse to confess his plans to Hudson, to flatter him, to ask his advice. He laughed. “Oh, I think of it, Hudson. A great deal. And if you go into any foundry business, I’d be happy to take shares in it.”

Hudson, watching him like a fox, pretended to chuckle.

“For one thing,” John continued, “if there was ever a glut of rail, you’d conjure railroads out of marsh, mountain, and desert to sop it up.”

Hudson loved that. He threw back his head and roared with laughter, making a pheasant, a hundred yards ahead, dart early for the hedgerow. “And then I’d amalgamate them,” he said. He looked impishly at John. “Talking of which—ye still have the GNE shares?”

John nodded warily. Hudson had given him 200 fifty-pound shares in the Great North of England Railway on condition that Stevenson’s kept the tender on this Scarborough line down to Hudson’s miserly estimate of less than six thousand pounds per mile. “Aye,” he said.

Hudson reined in and took out his watch. “I’ll leave you here,” he said, though they were still short of Burythorpe. “I was ever too ambitious where time is concerned. Hang on to those shares. They’re about to do a great deal better. Just as I promised they would.” He leaned forward, speaking as if every yard of the hedge concealed an eavesdropper. “I’ve formed six companies into the Newcastle & Darlington. We’re going to lease the GNE and then amalgamate with it.”

John, who had heard the news from his own informers over a week ago, hoped he looked sufficiently surprised and impressed. “What terms?” he asked.

“The ones you’re interested in: Two years from now you can be paid off at two hundred and fifty a share!”

John whistled.

“Aye,” Hudson said. “That’ll be fifty thousand pounds clear to you. Nothing to sneeze at.” He always wanted people to know the precise value of his largesse.

“Think you can do it?” John asked.

Hudson frowned at that. “Why?”

“You know damned well it’s not legal. You’re not going to tell me that—just by the happiest coincidence—all seven companies happen to be already vested with powers to amalgamate with the other six.”

Hudson laughed again.

“You think the Railway Board will wink?” John pressed.

“The Board!” Hudson was a master of scorn. “The Board will nudge Parliament and Parliament will jog the Judiciary Committee of the Lords and their lordships will say that it’s illegal but that no one has powers to stop it.”

At that John laughed and shook his head. “You’re the man all right, Hudson,” he said. “That’s really so, is it?”

Hudson nodded smugly.

“Illegal but none can stop it!” John savoured the thought.

“Then,” Hudson concluded, “I’ll tell them it’s in the public interest. Which is also true. And then they’ll yawn and all go back to sleep. Leaving us to look after the public and”—he leaned forward to pat John’s arm—“and our shareholders.”

The word shareholders must have stirred something within him for, just as he reined around to go, his visionary, public face came over him—the face John had seen him wear at many shareholders’ meetings. “Amalgamations are the thing, Stevenson. Look what I did.” He counted them off dramatically with jack-in-the-box fingers. “Midland Counties. North Midland. Birmingham & Derby. Bristol & Birmingham. One system now, thanks to me. Four hundred miles. Hundred and twenty-six stations. York to Bristol. All on a common timetable. Man—it used to be hell on earth, just trying to get from Sheffield to Derby. Aye!” He tested the wind with an orator’s finger. “Amalgamation.” Then he chuckled, and public Hudson was swiftly replaced once more by good-friend Hudson as be reached his hand across to shake farewell. “Stevenson! I wish you all the very best! My dear fellow! And every success!”

“Ye need no reciprocation from me,” John said. “But ye have it none the less.”

Hudson set off at a fast trot that quickly broke to a canter. John watched him fondly until he passed from sight. Hell on earth, he thought. That’s rich. The one man who had made it hell on earth, in order to weary or frighten the others into amalgamation and force the acquiescence of Parliament, was George Hudson.

He still did not know why the man had come out deliberately to meet him. The puzzle, or rather his inability to solve it, nagged at him on and off all day.

At Portobello he reined in at the hilltop and dismounted. The new railroad came winding up the valley of the Derwent, Yorkshire’s extraordinary wrong-way river, which rises on the North Moors a few miles from the sea and then flows steadily west and then south, for sixty miles, ever farther from the coast, until it joins the Yorkshire Ouse, where at last it sweeps seaward into the Humber.

Just south of Portobello, the line crossed the river, coming over to its east bank, above which John now stood. Beneath the line, and swelling either side of it in a long lens shape, he saw the telltale darkening of the marshy land. They had built the line continuously over it, for it was strong enough to take the light construction traffic, and the main party had now pressed beyond Malton. Five men had stayed behind to keep this section open. Today, because of John’s visit, Ferris, his deputy for this working, had come back to join them.

It was Ferris who saw him first. But he stayed by the line while the rest cheered and hastened uphill to meet John. Three ran all the way. He led Hermes down, smiling as he went until his cheeks ached. Of all men, his navvies were still closest to his affection; there were none whose company he would rather share.

“Eay Lord John, ’ere’s a do!” one said.

In his days among them his nickname had been Lord Muck, for he had once loaded as much muck in a day as two champions together, Now he suffered no one but navvies to call him Lord John.

“I know thee,” John said. “Tar Wash. On the Paisley & Cathcart, 1841.”

The man called Tar Wash was delighted to be remembered, as were two of the others, Plug Billy and Cider Dan, whom he also remembered from earlier contracts. He shook hands with the remaining two, Fussy Peters and Smoked Trout, who had not worked for him before. He asked where they had been.

“Lancaster & Carlisle,” Peters said. “Both on us.”

“Wild country,” Trout added.

“For Mr. Brassey,” John said. “What was the rate there?”

“Ah, ’t was good, except the land was hard and bad. The rate had to be good.”

They wouldn’t be exact. John guessed it would be close to three shillings a day. “Any bog?” he asked. “Any trouble like this?”

“Worse,” Trout said. “Though it was better—bein’ worse, like. The bog ’ud swallow what ye fed it. Brushwood faggots. Everythin’. Ye could soon make a bottomin’ for the road.”

“And this won’t?” John asked generally. They began walking back to the site, where Ferris waited still.

“Take a week, like, to swallow one faggot,” Tar Wash said.

“But it does swallow?” John persisted.

“It’s more claggy nor a bog,” Dan said. “More of a claggy ooze.”

“It stands like clay yet sucks like a bog,” Billy said, having thought longest.

Thus, before John shook Ferris by the hand, he knew exactly what sort of land he had to deal with.

The five navvies manhandled a wagon laden with several tons of muck back and forth over the twenty offending yards while John and Ferris watched the ties, bedded on brushwood faggots, sink fraction by fraction of an inch into the clay.

“How many faggots sunk already?” John asked.

“Only two,” Ferris said. “We could be ’ere a blue month before we touch bedrock. We should of dug it out. I would of, but for the river bein’ so nigh and floods threatened.”

“Nay,” John said. “Thou did right.” He watched several more passages of the wagon without comment.

Something was nudging his memory. Somewhere before he had met this problem; but the memory was more that of a dream than of history. Had he read it? Or had someone told him of it? “It’s a primeval clay cistern,” he said, not quite knowing where the words came from.

Then he heard the words repeated in his mind in Walter Thornton’s accents, and suddenly he knew exactly where this problem had occurred before and why his memory was so remote. It had happened at the summit tunnel of the Manchester & Leeds, his first contract; but it had happened while he had still been only a navvy ganger on the site. There they had struck a big silt basin. He remembered Thornton describing it. And how they had made it as good as living rock by sinking tar barrels and piles.

“Tar barrels,” he said, and held up a hand for the navvies to rest.

“What about tar barrels?” Ferris asked.

“Something of this nature happened at Deanroyd on the Manchester & Leeds. I was workin’ at t’other end o’ the tunnel so I never saw the way of it. But they cured it with piles and tar barrels. We’ll not need piles here. But tar barrels, now. And there’s a man here on this contract, too, was there. At Deanroyd. His name’ll come to me in a minute.” He fidgeted, jogging his memory.

“Tar,” Ferris said and looked at the clay.

“Ye’ll get all ye want at York gasworks, I daresay. See Mr. Clayton and mention Mr. Hudson. Oh, he was a short tyke. Like a gorilla.”

“Mr. Clayton?” Ferris asked in surprise.

“No! Him who was at Deanroyd and is now here. Has a hole in his cheek. Sups gin through it for a farthing.”

“Oh!” Ferris said. “I ’ave ’im. Brandy, Barry, Ba … begins with a B.”

“Bacca!” John said, triumphant. “Bacca Barra. He’ll tell thee just how it was done. Fetch him back here.”

“Tar barrels,” Ferris said, speculatively. “’Appen it’s worth a go.”

John grinned, liking a skeptical mind. He gave Hermes to Tar Wash to ride to the Cross Keys at Malton; he and Ferris set out to walk the track, through Malton and out as far as Scagglethorpe, where the permanent way ended at present. Though only five miles or so, it took the best part of three hours, for John would tap every fifth or sixth oaken rail key to see it was secure in its chair; he checked cambers and ballasting, stopping in several places to dig down a foot or so; he checked for telltale oozes from embankments that would show where top soil had been wrongly incorporated; and every now and then he would put his ear to the rail while Ferris walked on, tapping it with a hammer to reveal flaws in the metal.

He found no fault in the line, nor did he expect to. Ferris had worked for him long enough to know the Stevenson standard and how John set it and kept it. He wouldn’t sack a deputy whose work was below expectation; he wouldn’t even demote him. Somehow he would bring the man to feel that he had let down not just John Stevenson, not just the navvies and the tradesmen who looked to him for an example, but, worst of all, himself. And thereafter he had to redeem himself in his own estimation. In that way John made each man feel that the Stevenson standard was the property of every Stevenson man, not something imposed from on high. A sigh and a reproachful shake of the head from John was more feared than the most ferocious reprimand of lesser contractors or even their blows and cures.

Wherever he saw men he would stop for a talk, renewing fellowship or asking their names, discussing where they had been and what sort of work it was. Each scrap of information was like a mosaic in an ever-changing picture of works now in progress or recently completed in England and Europe—and in America, too. There were several navvies who regularly went across the Atlantic each summer for the higher wages where their kind of labour was short. He wished the world of business and finance was as easy to investigate and to picture.

Then he and Ferris had a midday dinner at the Cross Keys. He told Ferris of all the other Stevenson contracts then in progress and described some of their problems, asking if Ferris had had similar experiences and canvassing his advice. John liked all his senior staff to have as full a picture as possible of all the firm’s workings. Every contract had its peck of trouble; to share troubles helped each deputy see his own in perspective. John also used the opportunity to encourage or discourage an agent, as might be appropriate. To a timid man who tended to send for him at the first sign of each setback he would tell of another deputy who overcame far severer problems on his own, ending with some such remark as, “I give Wilf Tenby top marks for that. I was in France at the time, explaining to a lot of nervous Froggies as how I’d built this business in such a way as I didn’t have to be dashing everywhere all the time. It wouldn’t have done to be called off to Sunderland in the middle of that!” But for a rash deputy, too apt to forge ahead with a half-thought-out solution to a problem, the story would be different; some other deputy would get his top marks for having the sense to call in the master: “Takes a big man, a very experienced man, to recognize the value of a second opinion and not think twice to call it!” Thus, with a nudge, a pat, a hint, and a wink, he kept his firm well shaped and orderly.

Dinner over, he abandoned his intention to go to York and rode due south for home, relishing the thought of a rare early day with Nora and the children. These last few hours among iron and oak, stone and clay, had refreshed him wonderfully.

* * *

Winifred saw him first. While she and Young John were straddling the stile, playing at horses and waiting for Cox, carrying baby Caspar, to catch up, she looked across the field and saw her father moving among the bare trees on the skyline. Tip and Puck, aware of him at that same moment, scampered up the lane, barking all the way.

“Papaaaa!” She called and waved, startling a flock of crows that had settled in the bare fallow. He waved back and broke into a trot.

Young John, facing his sister, craned back to see and almost fell; he hitched his skirts higher to get a better grip with his knees but, by the time he turned, his father had passed from sight at the head of the lane.

Cox tugged a cloth from her sleeve and wiped long strings of snot from Caspar’s face. “Good afternoon, sir.” She curtseyed when John drew near.

“That’s a raw, red face,” he said with a frown.

“Aye, it is,” Cox agreed. “The wee mite has taken a chill. This cold air might just draw it from him.”

John nodded, unconvinced; but it was not his business to interfere. He looked at the girl’s big-boned face, plain, pleasant, and unrelenting, polished smooth by the sharp afternoon wind. No tear would soften those steady hazel eyes, no winning smile catch her unawares. Her implacable calm often made him shudder.

“Papa!” Winifred called again and stood on the topmost timber of the stile to reach for him.

No word came from Cox. No tender “Winifred!” or peremptory “Sit down, miss!” John knew well enough what she was thinking: If the child falls and hurts itself, it will learn. It.

He spurred forward over the half-dozen yards to the stile and swept Winifred onto the pommel of his saddle. Her lips were cold on his neck, her nose like ice below his ear; but her breath and the hug she gave him were warmth itself.

Young John, solemnly ignoring him, making him be the first to speak, spurred the stile to a final charge homeward. Even when John pulled Hermes back, so that the boy could reach up and be lifted behind him, only a stubborn and distant smile showed his recognition.

John winked at Winifred. “D’ye know,” he said, “I was set to swear that was our Young John. It must be”—his voice sank to a horrified whisper—“… a changeling! Let’s hie us hence and right fast!”

The boy could hold out no longer. With a protesting bleat he stood, on the next-to-top rail, feet well locked, and reached up to be hauled aboard. He sat on the cantle, behind his father, hugging as much of him as he could in his tiny embrace.

“King of the castle?” Winifred suggested.

Young John began to jog excitedly. “Kingacastle, Kingacastle!” he said again and again.

John looked westward, where the sun was just dipping down to set. Why not! There’d be a good half hour yet. “Yes,” he said. “King o’ the castle. Why not!”

Sauntering, Willet just made it to the gate in time to let them through. He helped the children down and then, when John dismounted, took Hermes off to the stable. John opened and shut the gate for Cox and baby Caspar, who stared listlessly around through swollen eyelids and would not be coaxed to either laugh or whimper.

“Best get him to bed,” John said.

Cox nodded calm agreement. “Aye,” she said.

The dogs looked wistfully after John and the children but, sniffing at the frost, followed Cox indoors, quarrelling over a hearthrug that was still two hundred yards away.

* * *

The garden had once been fortified, and a straggling wall, part stone, part brick, still encompassed on most of three sides. Downhill, to the east of the house and at a sharp angle of the wall, stood the remains of a medieval tower. A stone stair without a balustrade ran steeply up one side to a sharp turn, where it continued up a short tunnel into a small chamber, now roofless; at most it could have held a watch of three in comfort. On its far side a much narrower stair spiralled up three-quarters of a turn to a ruined turret, made slightly less hazardous by a low railing of deeply corroded iron. This was their castle, and the turret the seat of their king.

It was really a game for high summer days when little breezes could be found at that height long after they had died between the baking ramparts down below. Today, in raw February, with a cloudless sky darkening above and frosty evening mists rising silently in the vale below, even the mildest breeze seemed to push icicles through the thickest cloak and down inside the tightest collar.

“We mustn’t stop long,” John said. “What do my courtiers see?”

“I see beggars three,” Winifred said even before he had finished the question.

He looked for three objects. The three pine trees? Could be, but if he guessed wrong he would cease to be king. He looked farther afield. Then nearer at hand. He had to ask soon or he’d be dethroned for silence. Three crows. It. could be them. Chance it. “Is their raiment black?”

She wrinkled her face in good-natured disappointment. “Their raiment is black.”

“What do we do with beggars three?” he asked, knowing the answer.

“Beat them black and beat them blue! Beat them till they’re only two!” she shouted and laughed.

“Beat them. Beat. Bam! Pchhhh!” Young John said with a sudden, astonishing savagery.

Beggars were always beaten. “Why?” John asked, still kingly and judicial.

“Because they steal the farmer’s corn. I see angels four,” she gabbled.

But Young John did not wait for her to finish; he stole in ahead with “I see football.”

He always saw a football and it was always the sun.

“Does it burn the players’ feet?” John asked.

Young John punched him and burst into tears. His father squeezed his arm but otherwise ignored him.

“I see a kingly orb,” Winifred said. She spoke so reverently it might have been a line of poetry rather than a new step in their game. For a four-year-old she could be very solemn.

“Does it outshine mine?” he asked.

The boy, so easily distracted, stopped crying; leaning into his father, he slipped a cold thumb inside his mouth and listened with rapt attention.

“It does,” Winifred said, the game three-quarters forgotten.

They were all looking straight at the setting sun, huge and oval, swathed in mist. Above it, far off, a swan or some other large bird flapped wearily southward.

Mists pinched out the sun before the horizon could mask it. The colour vanished from the sky soon after, leaving the world silver and black, damp and very chill.

He shivered, stirring them. “Come on,” he said. “Before we stumble in the dark.”

The shadows were uniting and the grass already bore the first thin lining of frost as they stole back over the lawns to the house. The smoke curling from its chimneys and the oil light reaching out through its small leaded panes had never seemed so welcoming.

“Pray for all the poor children sleeping out tonight,” John told them as they edged through the rose beds to the garden door.

Nora met them in the passage. “Bay, I don’t know!” she sighed, running her warm hands over the two children, feeling their ears and fingers. “You’re a fine one,” she said to John, “talking about cold baths. It’s a good thing they’ve a hot tea coming.”

He smiled. “A very good thing,” he said, unperturbed.

Cox was waiting for the children at the foot of the nursery stairs. She turned them as a sheepdog turns sheep—with a Look.

“If Cox says you’re good, I’ll tell you a story later,” John promised. He and Nora went to the winter parlour.

The previous week’s accounts had come from the London office—summaries of the ledger entries at each contract. Nora had been doing her regular weekly check.

All the firm’s business—that endless battle with rock and mud, mountain and marsh (and good men and rogues)—was eventually rendered down to neat rows and columns of figures and passed across Nora’s desk. In the earliest days she had kept every account and made every entry herself, in a schoolchild’s penny copybook. Now they came in a dozen hands: loose-leaf copies of ledger pages from the workings, and fat duplicate account books with gold lettering on their leather spines, sent up weekly by William Jackson, the chief clerk in their London office.

Over the years Nora had developed “the sharpest eye in the City,” as Jackson said. She noted with amusement the way he would often try to anticipate her by pencilling little notes beside certain entries: I question this … too low? … twice last week’s figure … and so on. In this way he placed himself on her side of the table in her relentless weekly inquisition.

At first Jackson had not liked his situation one bit—to work for a man and yet to take most of the orders from his wife! And in matters of finance, too, where women were supposed to be most supremely ignorant. It went hard. But now she had no greater champion. She needed only to indicate the slightest preference for something and Jackson would turn it into an iron rule. For instance, she had once said she thought it might make accounts easier to follow if debits and liabilities were in red ink, and credits and assets were in blue. The younger clerks make jokes about working in Mrs. Stevenson’s Drawing Academy … and would she like the accounts on lace-edged paper … and much more in that vein; but from that day onward Jackson insisted on Nora’s red-blue system. And now everyone agreed it made the pages much easier to read at a glance.

She wished it were as simple to overcome all other opposition to her central role in the business. Their banker, Nathan Chambers of Dowgate, was a particular antagonist. Five years earlier (a lifetime, it seemed), she had intercepted a few letters to him and used them in applying some gentle pressure. Chambers had laughed at the time and, since no actual harm had been done, she had thought herself forgiven. And she had to admit that he never flatly opposed her, never was rude or even short with her; indeed, he treated her with great deference, was always chivalrous and attentive and always praised her financial … what did he call it? Intuition!

That was the trouble. In a thousand subtle ways he gave out that her brilliance was intuitive. Unreliable. Not based on logic or analysis. At heart it was (that most damning of all City judgements) “not sound.”

He never said it openly. He never failed to imply it.

The judgement was doubly galling to her since all the facts spoke the other way. At John’s instructions Chambers took a tenth of all the firm’s profit and put it into a trust fund for her and the children. No one but Chambers could touch it; certainly it was beyond John’s control. Thus if the inconceivable happened and Stevenson’s failed, Nora and the children would be safe. They would have (at the moment) ninety thousand pounds to fall back on. That was all that Chambers, safe, stolid, sound Chambers, had made out of the eighty-odd thousand he had been given to invest. Yet she, intuitive, unreliable, unsound Nora, had taken a mere nineteen thousand pounds—the entire profit of the victualling licences over the last five years—and turned them into investments worth all of sixty thousand.

It began after their first year in business, at Summit Tunnel over near Manchester. When they got their profit on that, John had given her a thousand pounds. Earlier the same year, on her first visit to London, she had seen the power of the railways to promote the outward growth of cities into regions people thought would always be mere farmland. She longed then for some spare cash to put into land. Suddenly she had it.

Within a week she had driven out along the course of the new line south of Manchester, looking for land. Clever people had already bought up around Cheadle Hulme and Handforth. Some adventurous souls had even gone as far as Wilmslow. Only Nora had had the courage to go on, beyond the valley, up to Alderley Edge. There she had taken one look at the view, one sniff at the air, and had snapped up a hundred acres for her money.

Already more than half her land was built over with new houses—and such grand houses! There seemed to be a competition among the Manchester merchants to move far out along the line; the richer you were, the farther you went. The richest came to Alderley Edge. And there, on Nora’s land, which was to be had only on ninety-nine years’ lease, they built their fine mansions, country houses with miniature estates of one, two, at most five, acres. They seemed glad to pay ground rents of ten or even fifteen pounds an acre; it kept out the poor. So in five years the land had become worth around twenty thousand and when the remaining seventy acres were leased it would rise to some thirty-five thousand. Already it brought in substantial rents.

Alderley Edge had been the first of a number of similar purchases. Not all had worked, of course. She had been too clever over judging the line to Nelson and was now stuck with forty acres of worthless land near the Forest of Pendle. But that, and another fifty near Ayr in Scotland, were exceptions. Apart from Alderley Edge, she now had nearly twelve hundred acres in small estates near Blackpool, Warrington, St. Alban’s, Henley, Plymouth, and Bromley. When they were all developed, their value would be at least a hundred and seventy-five thousand. So what could she not do with the money Chambers kept tucking away at a mere two and a half per cent! She seethed every time she ruled the double line under the accounts for each contract as it finished and totted up the profit, one-tenth part of which went at once to Chambers.

John himself had no idea that she had done so well. In a foolish moment, when she had first bought the land at Alderley Edge, the scorn of those who thought she had thrown her money away had goaded her to boast aloud to John that she would see the money back tenfold in as many years. From time to time now he reminded her of the promise, but she was always vague and furtive, giving out the impression that she wished she’d never said such a thing. Of course, he knew that she had made some profit, on that and her other transactions, but she hoped he had no idea of its size. For John had an obsession that if he died, leaving Nora a rich widow and the money loose, she’d fall victim to the first fortune hunter who left his card. She had tried everything—laughter, petulance, ridicule, and anger—to rid him of this absurd notion. But all he ever said was “a grieving woman’s easy game.” So their finances were a maze of trusts—trusts for her and the children now, in case the firm went bankrupt, and everything into trust if he died. As Chambers said, it made fund raising as easy as raising a gale in a shuttered room with a blocked chimney and no door.

Still, through all their first five years the market in money had been easy, especially for railways. Even the fools had been able to turn in respectable profits, while a blood professional like John had done well beyond even his own dreams. His specialty was to take the hazardous parts of a contract, the cutting, tunnelling, embanking, and viaduct building, where both the risk and the potential profit were high. Then, by good management, careful planning, and the use of seasoned navvies all versed in his ways, he would bring the risks as low as those on a level, open-skies working. Their profit usually fell between thirty and forty per cent of the tender.

The Penmanshiel Tunnel contract, which they had finished last December and whose accounts she had just closed while John had been playing with the children on the “castle,” was a case in point. The tender had been taken at £42,800, no trouble being expected. But halfway through they had met a section where the slaty-black Lingula flagstone of the lower Silurian beds was badly fragmented. It would have bankrupted a less experienced contractor. But John knew just where to lay his hands on some hydraulic presses, which his engineer, an impatient little Irishman called Flynn, had quickly adapted to hold the overburden while iron stanchions were placed. Then, entirely on his own initiative, Flynn had further modified the hydraulic devices so that they could be used for forcing a slurry of cement deep into the rock fissures and thus bind the fragments together, the way you might grout a crumbling stone wall. The fact that Flynn had wrecked all six hydraulic cylinders, giving John an awkward day with the friend who had lent them, was neither here nor there in the long run. The point was that John knew a thousand dodges for getting around the thousand and one troubles you could meet on any sort of working, and he’d pick the right men to invent the other eleven, so that Stevenson’s could always go ten better than anything the firm of Nature, Fate & Co. might pit against them. The proof had come in that day’s mail, in the final accounts for the Penmanshiel tunnel.

“There,” she said proudly. “The profit on Penmanshiel was thirty-seven per cent.”

He nodded, trying to look nonchalant. “It’d be more if we’d known the geology. We are the first to tunnel through that lower Silurian.”

“It would have been a loss if any other firm had tried it.”

He picked up the summary of the heads of account and looked at them.

“Were you long with the children?” she asked. “They were freezing.”

“Not long,” he said. “I’ll tell you who I met today. Came riding out a-purpose to see me. George Hudson.” He laid down the account and crossed the room to draw the curtain. Far away to the west the last glimmer of twilight was settling on the horizon. “He says he met you on York platform and you talked about iron.”

He saw a confusion behind her eyes. “I’d forgotten that,” she said. “It must have been last back end. November, sometime.”

“So why, this front end, does he go out of his way, early one cold morning, to see if Stevenson’s has gone into iron-founding?”

He watched her closely. This time there was no confusion; her astonishment was genuine. “He never did!”

“Four miles. And rode on with me to Burythorpe, near enough.”

“What did he say?”

He snorted. “You know Hudson. His mind clicks like a compound engine. He’d get three bites at any cherry.”

“But his exact words?”

John turned and went back to the fire, speaking as he went. “He just said he’d wager I wished I had my ironworks already.”

“Already!” Nora said, falling into the selfsame trap.

John spun around, pointing at her and grinning. He did not need to tell her that was just what he had said. “Did he mention ironworks to you?” he asked. “In December. He says it was December, not November.”

She stood up then, very firm and erect, and she looked at him steadily. “I first mentioned ironworks to you last August. Because it was during the Reverend Woods’ sermon for St. Bartholomew that the notion came to me. You talked to Brassey about it in September. And to Rodet. And again to Rodet in November. There’s a dozen ways it could have gotten to Hudson.”

John nodded, still restless. “Rodet!” he said. “The little frog is never there—yet never too far away.”

“I don’t honestly know about Rodet. But this meeting with Hudson means nothing,” she assured him, truly believing it. “He sniffs about him like a champion hound. He’s forgotten it already. George Hudson can take pound shares and sell them at twenty-pound premium any day of the week. So why should he want to get into anything so dull and safe as simple ironfounding!”

At last John seemed reassured. And her mention of Hudson’s freelance stock-jobbing prompted the memory of the GNE shares and the promise of fifty thousand clear. “Beats me,” he said, when he had told her that bit of good news, “where the money all comes from.”

She had to peer at him in the firelight and the glimmer of her distant oil lamp to see if he was serious. “D’you really not know?” she asked.

“Obviously some of it comes from fools—like Beador if he’s applying for shares at big premiums. But that can’t be the whole of it.” He had not meant to use Beador as an example; the name had slipped out. But now he was glad. Now perhaps they could talk about it.

She appeared not to hear him, her eyes fixed on the dancing flames. And then she continued: “There was a thing you said to me once. It must have been right back early on when we first got married. You said we’d got gold ‘not buried in a bloody tropic island, but gold buried in the future. Waiting while we grow toward it.’ I’ve never forgotten that.”

“I said that to you the very first night we met. The twenty-sixth of August, 1839.” His eye was on her but his mind’s eye was back there, relishing the precision of his memory. “On the banks over the south portal of Summit Tunnel. That’s when I said that.”

“Well, George Hudson’s gone one better than you. He’s found a way of digging a tunnel to the future. And he’s bringing that gold back here by the Troy ton!”

He laughed, delighted at the thought. But Nora was adamant. “It’s the shareholders of the eighteen fifties and sixties—and beyond—who are paying that profit to us. What! Capitalize at fourteen million and call up four. Amalgamate with three others and keep the cash switching around so fast that half of it melts and everyone’s blinded! I tell you, George Hudson may be the wax on the colonel’s moustache for this generation of shareholders, but their sons will curse him—and their grandsons, too—if he continues much longer.”

Her vehemence made him smile. “A tunnel in time!” he said, and then fell silent.

“Is that your worry about Beador?” she asked suddenly. “Did he say he’s been speculating in shares?”

“As good as,” John admitted.

“Is he badly stretched?”

“He wouldn’t say. I told him we would need to know the full extent of his liability before we made any further move together.”

“Not that we’d trust him,” she said.

“Of course not. We must make our own inquiry.”

“Yes.”

“Or perhaps not. I’m coming round to your view. Let’s drop Sir George and look for land elsewhere.”

“No!” She was emphatic. John’s admission excited her. The air carried upon it the distant smell of blood. “No. We can find out. Let’s not be hasty. I imagine, then, you didn’t ask Hudson about Beador?”

He shook his head. “Certainly not.”

“Did you think we might ask Reverend Prendergast? Time we put him to work again.”

The Reverend Doctor Prendergast had once tried to blackmail John and Nora. But since they had turned the tables on him, he had earned himself a respectable and far from trifling commission for help rendered; he had the back door password to most of the railway boardrooms in Britain—certainly to all in the north of the country. If Beador was on any applicants’ list, the Reverend Doctor Prendergast could soon find out.

“Fancy not thinking of him,” John said.

“You live hand-to-mouth, love,” she told him. “You only thought of Hudson because he lives so close by.”

He smiled, grudgingly, at the truth of it.

But Nora did not smile back. A memory had just come to her. The day she met George Hudson on York station was, in fact, the day she had seen John off to Stockton, the proposed site for the foundry. At the time she had dismissed it as coincidence. But now it had to be something more than that.

What was behind it? Hudson was obviously saying, “I know your game.” But why? Was he also saying, “Don’t think you can do anything in this world without my getting to hear of it”? In other words, was he just gently joking with them? Or was he laying the ground to walk off with their prize and then turn around and say, “I did my best to warn you; fair’s fair and all’s fair in business.”

It was cat and mouse; but was the cat just playful—or hungry?

She hid these thoughts and fears from John until they had settled in her mind. Much later that night, when they lay in bed reading, she told him why she was sure that Hudson knew.

He took it as calmly as he always did, not pausing long for thought. “So,” he said. “Let’s assume the worst. Hudson is going to Beador and will magnetize and mesmerize the arrangements out of him and will then offer Beador something better—which is only too easy for Hudson. His signature on a soap bubble would seem worth more to Beador than anything we’re justified in offering.”

Nora let the silence, and the worry, grow until she judged it right to suggest: “If he’s not going to snatch Beador from us, we risk nothing. If he is, then only a desperate remedy will cure him.”

“Aye?” John asked, doubting. He trusted only her financial judgement.

“If you told him straight out about Beador, about what we fear he’s done with his share applications, and why we need to know …”

“If I did that,” John interrupted, impatient and disappointed, “he’d snatch the lot. We’ve already gone over—”

“Aye!” Nora said with redoubled conviction. “If you did that. But what if I did it? All simple and trusting? Ladylike, you know.”

At least John considered the idea.

“You have to remember,” she pressed on, “Hudson’s carrying two hundred years of gentility on his back.”

He still said nothing.

“It’d go against his grain to use intelligence given him by a gentlewoman asking for his help.”

John smiled at that. Nora’s whole claim to gentility derived from the fact that her great-grandfather had been squire of Normanton. His neglect of that small estate in favour of hunting had been the first step in the family’s long slide into poverty and, finally, with the death of Nora’s father, to destitution. Paradoxically, the squire-ancestor in the background enabled her to confess frankly to everyone the degree of poverty she had known. She was not the jumped-up servant she might seem, but a true gentlewoman reduced by the folly of others and rescued by her own innate qualities. Not an interloper but a heroine.

“You have a certain instinct in these matters,” John conceded.

“Aye.” She settled complacently and blew out her candle.

“And it’s nearly always wrong,” he said with no change of tone. He blew out his candle.

In the dark she smiled. “Never fret, dearest. You’ll find a way, I’m sure.”

But he did not; and next morning after breakfast he reluctantly agreed to try her suggestion.


Chapter 5

The snow began to fall when they were halfway to York. It was a light flurry that looked like a shower; but the land was cold and the flakes stuck to the ground from the very start. By the time they reached the station there was no doubt that the fall was going to be prolonged and no melt was in prospect.

“I hope you get through to Darlington,” she said as their carriage halted. “If it’s like this here, it’s bound to be worse at Northallerton.”

“I’m thinking of you,” he said. “Forget Hudson and get straight home. At this rate there could be four foot on the tops by evening.”

“Aye,” she said. “I sh’ll just see you off, then head for home.”

He knew she was lying, but, as there were no means to insist on his way, he tacitly let her have hers.

When he was in the director’s carriage he opened the window and leaned out. She reached up and squeezed his hand, the greatest intimacy they dared in public. He squeezed back and smiled, looking at her grey-brown eyes, eager in her smiling face, framed in dark ringlets that strayed from the edge of her bonnet; he had to remember that face over the next fortnight. “Throw away any bad pennies,” he said.

She smiled and blinked.

The train backed out of the station, switched to the down rails, and set off northward. As the last carriage slid from view beyond the broad arch she turned and made at once for Hudson’s office.

Hudson had two styles of greeting. The one for insiders was warm and almost conspiratorial; the one for strangers, outsiders, gulls, sheep for shearing, was majestic. It struck at the pit of the stomach; it awed important stockholders and silenced querulous directors. His greeting to Nora was an odd mixture of the two. “Hide the books!” he said in a stage whisper to Noakes, his clerk, while he came around to help Nora into her seat. “Give us a conundrum, lad,” he added just before Noakes left.

“Uh … eleven per cent of one thousand two hundred and forty-seven pounds,” Noakes said as he closed the door; it was a long-established ritual.

Nora and Hudson faced each other, smiling grimly, cat-and-cat. It was Nora’s day to be Distressed Lady Seeks Help so she let Hudson say “One three seven pounds three and fivepence,” a little ahead of her. Then lamely, with all the pedantry of a born loser, she added, “Three shillings and four and four-fifths pence, if you want a base figure.”

He laughed magnanimously, pretending to accept second place. Good. He was slipping into the right mood.

“It was pleasant to see Mr. Stevenson again,” Hudson began.

Nora displayed confusion. “This morning?” she asked, unbelieving.

Hudson frowned. “No, no. Yesterday.” His grey eyes watched her. “We met near Leavening. I out for a trot. He on his way to repair my great blunder.” He pulled a sudden wry, naughty-boy face.

“Great blunder!” Nora rose to his challenge. “Indeed. A chain’s length of wet ground, Stevenson says.” Then, as an unimportant after-thought, she added: “Odd he never told me you met.”

Hudson wet his lips, uncertain of her.

“But then,” she added brightly, burying the topic, “I fancy you spoke nothing of moment.”

He’s uncertain whether to believe me, she thought. It would take an indiscretion to prick his ears and drop that guard. “Stevenson and I were a little out of sorts,” she confided, laughing to show it wasn’t important “I want a hand in the management of my trust fund. He and Chambers are that cautious. It saddens me to think of so many tens of thousands …” She halted, made herself blush, and stammered. “Well … thousands anyway—all lying as good as dead in Treasury stock.”

Hudson smiled, a touch greedily. “I don’t know how he resists the idea,” he said.

She composed herself again. “Oh, I shall win,” she told him. “I shall have the control of part of it at least.”

And that’s a notion, she thought, will come back to him over the months. And no harm to me.

“It won’t please your banker, that,” Hudson said, pretending this was all idle chatter.

“I’m out of concert with him, and all,” she answered glumly, and then, as if appealing to his judgement, added: “I feel as we’ve a right to a great deal more intelligence than he ferrets out for us. We’ve put contracts for over two million pounds through him these five years past. I think we’re very poorly served in that department.”

Oblique though the appeal was, she made it plain enough to be irresistible to Hudson. “If it’s railway intelligence, and ye think I could help …”

Nora showed the right mixture of dwindling caution and mounting relief. “You’re quick, Mr. Hudson. Quick and kindly. For you know full well I came here of express purpose to ask. But I wanted to avoid a direct request you might have been embarrassed to refuse and loth to grant.” She smiled her gratitude. “I’d not have pressed it.”

“I’m certain you’d ask nothing dishonourable,” Hudson warned.

“Indeed,” she said. “I’m very sensible of your honour, which I know would prevent you from taking advantage of anything you might hear from me.”

For the first time he saw where he had been manoeuvred. He looked steadily at her until, apparently struck by a sudden thought, he smiled. “Oh, I can’t promise that,” he said.

She pressed her lips together and waited.

“The day after you get control of that fund I shall be knocking at your door.”

She joined his laughter. “Better come on the day before,” she warned. “Day after may be too late.”

His laughter quickly died. “I believe that,” he said.

The time for chatting and joking was over. She gathered herself together and, sitting upright, said: “We are turning over the idea of going into foundry work on our own account.” He showed only a polite and casual interest. “Nothing as yet is settled, but Rodet, whom I’m sure you know …” Hudson nodded. “Rodet has put a friend of his, Sir George Beador, in touch with us. There’s a possible partnership in the venture. The interests are mutual.”

“Stockton!” Hudson interrupted. “Of course. That Beador.” A satisfied look came over him. “Stockton, eh?”

“Aye.” Nora confirmed his pleasure. “Every scrap of iron we send inland will go over your metals. North out or south out.” He rubbed his hands in pantomime. “So you’ve a further reason to wish us well.”

He pouted at that. “My own friendship would ensure my every assistance.”

Nora placated him. “I’m sure, Mr. Hudson. But a sound business reason always helps.”

He smiled again. “Why iron?” he asked.

There were a dozen and one reasons for going into ironworks, but the one closest to Nora’s heart was one that only another financial adept would understand. She had often wanted to put it to John, but he would have known at once that she was showing off, giving the most abstruse reason of all when the dozen simpler ones were compelling enough. Chambers, too, would understand, but he would also find some way to turn it against her. Now was her chance. Hudson would surely see it at once, and admire her shrewdness.

Casually, as if it were really too obvious, she said: “If we can hold our present stocks as a liability, balanced against such assets as unpaid debt on invoiced goods, we’re in a much better position than if we just hold the same stock as a depreciating asset.”

He coughed and cleared his throat. “Yes,” he said. “How true.”

To Nora it was barely credible that he did not grasp the point; yet he clearly did not. She pressed on at once, pushing this extraordinary discovery deeper. “Manufacturer’s stock-in-trade does not automatically depreciate,” she added.

“That’s clever,” he said at length. His admiration was so quietly genuine that she knew beyond certainty this was the first time in his life the point had struck him.

For her it was a discovery of cardinal importance. On several occasions recently she had been on the point of taking shares in a number of Hudson’s lines; soon her mere intuitive distrust of him would have been unable to withstand the strong commercial arguments for investing in such huge success as Hudson had shown. But now it was clear that he was no genius at all. Just a clever lad who had found a tin whistle and had taught himself to play four or five tunes to perfection. He did not understand accounts; he merely knew a handful of impressive tricks. God be praised she had discovered the fact in time.

Quickly, to prevent his becoming embarrassed, she said: “Stevenson tells me not to talk such French. He says if we take up foundry work, it’ll be for the profit, not for tricks with the ledgers.” She chuckled. “I daresay he’s right. He usually is.”

“So it’s not certain?” Hudson was relieved to be back on familiar ground.

“It is in my mind.” She grew conspiratorial. “Stevenson resists it because it takes us out of itinerant trade into manufacture—fixed trade.”

Hudson nodded sagely. “Not a loud argument when money is given a voice,” he said.

“My doubt,” she said, becoming Distressed Lady once again, “is Beador. He’s on the rack for cash, and well stretched. Yet we fear he’s applied for shares in projected railways. Several of them.”

“Ah! Hoping, no doubt, that by the time there was a call he would have some income from your foundry to meet it. He wants to eat the calf in the cow’s belly.”

“Worse than that,” Nora said. “The cow isn’t even his. It’s ours.”

Hudson stood and began to pace in front of the tall sash windows that lit his palatial office; in the deep pile of the carpet his boots made no more sound than the snow which fell relentlessly outside.

“What may I do?” he asked at length. “Give him his subscription at par, and tip you the wink when you should tell him to sell?”

Nora did not even smile. “I think,” she said, “that honest Yorkshire folk the likes of you and me were not put upon this world in order to line the pockets of the ne’er-do-well southern gentility. If apples are falling from the trees, I’ll eat them. Not stick them back on the bough. It’s against Nature.”

The pitiless cast of her eyes brought him to a standstill; he glimpsed an implacable hardness there beyond the melting reach of love or charity.

“No,” she went on. “You can tell us how deep he’s dug his grave. And then I’ll tell you how bad we want him burned.”

Hudson breathed out sharply, unable to take his eyes from her; unable to reply.

She smiled then. “You think that’s hard?” she asked. “You think me hard.” It was not a question. “Aye, well so I am. And if we are to take a partner, I want one who learned his business sense the hard way. Soft things crumble.”


Chapter 6

If she had gone straight home from the station, as she had promised John she would, Nora might have made it without trouble. But the half hour she spent with Hudson had put six more inches of snow on the highway. She and Willet had to abandon the coach—among several others—at the foot of Garraby Hill, unhitch the two horses, and stumble rather than ride the remaining few miles, with Willet leading the horses, forcing them to plunge and tread a path through waist-deep snow, and Nora, dressed in billowing crinolines for a carriage ride, forging behind them like a cork in a tight tube. Just to negotiate the drive, where the snow lay deepest, took over half an hour.

There were times, as she battled through the drifts, when she felt they might not make it to the house, even though its lights were fitfully in view between the flurries of snow. Despite her exertions, and all those layers of clothing, she was cold to the very marrow. It made her realize, in the most immediate and physical way, her vulnerability. All their money, all their power, all their influence—these were of less use out there in that snow-clogged lane than the warmth of a single lucifer!

Yet, in a way, it was merely a physical restatement of how she felt most of the time. Not once had their increasing wealth and position brought her any true ease. Each step up the ladder made the prospect of a fall that much more giddy—without bringing any very tangible reward. John often said he wished they were back at a single contract, so that he could deal at first hand with the men and the rock and the elements. She often wished it too, so that they could feel the poverty at their heels again and feel the reward of each penny of profit. Without those two, the stick and the carrot, what was their struggle all about?
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