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1


The letter was brought to Cloudberry End just as they were sitting down to lunch, conveyed by the second of the three deliveries which the postal service of the nearby town of Crossclough provided. It was brought, with others, on the silver tray by Freda, the head parlourmaid, as was the custom, and placed beside the master who was tapping his fingers in an impatient tattoo on the shining surface of the table.


He took out his watch and glared at it.


“Where in hell are they?” he demanded of his wife. “I ask very little of them except that they be on time for meals but it seems they can’t even do that. At one o’clock precisely we eat lunch in this house and they bloody well know it.”


Though Jack Andrews was married to a lady he did not call himself a gentleman and saw no reason to curb his own inclination to curse whenever he he felt like it. They were all used to it, his wife, his children, his servants and showed no surprise nor offence when he did.


“Jack, darling, it is only a little after one and I’m sure they’ll be here any moment,” his wife said soothingly, and, as though their children had overheard the exchange between their parents, and to their mother’s evident relief, the door was flung open with a great flourish and a good-looking young couple were revealed in the doorway. A small, brown, rough-haired bitch ran ahead of them, settling herself at once in a square of sunshine which lay across the carpet where she immediately fell into a light doze.


The two youngest children of Jack and Sara Andrews did not so much enter the room as make an entrance, lounging for a moment in the doorway, sure of themselves and their privileged place in this household, their matching smiles winning, their demeanour unabashed, the son’s expression at least telling them that though he was late he was sure they would forgive him since he was so irresistible.


His father evidently did not agree with him.


“And what time d’you call this then? You both know what time we eat.”


“Good morning to you, sir. Good morning, Mother, or is it afternoon?” their son said sweetly, kissing his mother on the cheek before seating himself on his father’s left. His sister did the same, placing her rosy lips to her father’s cheek as well as her mother’s, in the absolute certainty that neither of them could stay cross with her for long. She shook her bright red mop of curls which rioted in a wild explosion about her head, extended her artificially sweet smile to the maidservants to indicate that they might begin to serve and threw herself – her mother could think of no other way to describe it – into the chair opposite her brother.


Christopher Andrews shook out his napkin, placing it across his knee and nodded to Lottie, the under parlourmaid who was helping Freda to serve, indicating that he would have a little soup. “Very little, thank you,” he added, wincing away from the very smell of food and his sister Katy knew, despite his cheerful manner and impeccable appearance, that her brother was suffering from a monumental hangover, even at this late hour of the day. His voice was somewhat hoarse as though he had smoked too many cigars the night before and his green eyes were narrowed against the daylight which, though muted, seemed to hurt them.


Chris Andrews was the youngest son of Jack and Sara Andrews, named for his paternal grandfather of whom it was said in the village of Woodhead where his widow, Jack’s mother, still lived, that he could idle his way through the day with nothing at the end to show for it with more success than any man in the district. His grandson had the attractive auburn look of his mother, lean and graceful and with eyes the colour of woodland moss but his nature came from the man who had fathered his own father. His mouth was thin, hard, tilted by a somewhat cruel humour as though there was nothing and no one in this life who could possibly make Chris Andrews believe it was meant to be taken seriously and he was the proverbial thorn in his father’s flesh. He was twenty years old and had never performed, at school or at the university where he was supposed to be studying law and from where he had just come, what his father considered a hard day’s work in his life. Jack Andrews was a wealthy man and there was no necessity for Chris Andrews to work, in Chris Andrews’s opinion, not one shared by his father, and the mighty bellowing which echoed about the house when Master Chris was at home was legendary in the Longdendale Valley.


His sister, Katherine, was very like him in looks apart from the colour of her eyes which were a rich, clear amber, like whisky, her father used to say; but where Chris was languid, indolent, his attitude one of anything for a quiet life, Katy Andrews was inclined towards downright and undisguised rebellion, a wilful determination to have her own way, becoming truculent, even aggressive when it was denied her. This seldom happened, at least when her father was away from home which, during her childhood, had been often, for it was easier to let her do as she pleased, within reason, of course, than face the awesome might of her hot temper.


They ate in silence for several minutes. Jack Andrews, who in his early days had eaten food his cook wouldn’t care to put in a pig swill bucket, relished a decent meal. He didn’t feel “right” unless he had a good breakfast inside him of bacon, kidneys, sausage, mushrooms, fried tomatoes and at least two thick slices of fried bread done just as Mrs Tiplady, his cook, knew how to do them.


He was the same at midday, stoking himself up for the afternoon’s labour with Mrs Tiplady’s vermicelli soup, salmon trout with parsley, butter and new potatoes, followed by gooseberry tart with custard. He did full justice to his heaped plate from which, Katy was amused to notice, her brother studiously kept his gaze averted. He himself toyed with a forkful of this and a spoonful of that, going through the motions of eating lunch with his family while her mother cast anxious glances at her father, well aware that the previous little exchange was by no means over. Jack Andrews was known throughout the world of railway building as a hard man, an authoritative man who had worked a full fourteen hours, sometimes more, out of every twenty-four and he fully expected his sons to do the same. He disliked failure and, since he himself had never failed despite the poor start he had had in life, he could see no reason why his sons, who had known every advantage he had lacked, should not achieve even greater heights in the world of business, or in any profession they chose to take up for that matter.


Unfortunately, the authority he showed in his working life did not produce the same results in his own home and his two youngest children were known for their lack of discipline and definite inclination to defy his direction, which was a pity, for his two eldest were a credit to him.


He sat back in his chair, indicating to Freda that she might remove his plate. Yes, he’d have another cup of coffee, he said, and then he’d best be off.


“And what do you propose to do with yourself this afternoon, lad?” he continued as he sipped his coffee, eyeing his son’s sartorial splendour with evident displeasure. Chris wore a well-cut pair of doeskin breeches and a high-cut, single-breasted tweed country jacket and waistcoat in shades of brown and fawn. The jacket had a vent at the back, an outside breast pocket and a slit cuff on each sleeve. His knee-length riding boots were of the finest leather, a highly polished brown, and his small, octagonal tie sported a tiepin fashioned in gold in his initials. He looked every inch the favoured son of a wealthy father, which he indubitably was, the impish smile he cast in his mother’s direction seemed to say as he lounged at his ease at his father’s table.


“I have not had the pleasure of your company since you came home,” his father went on, “so I assume you’ve been keeping out of my way which is wise of you. Where the hell you get to is a question I’d like answered, though I don’t suppose you’ll oblige me and why that damned university has to close its doors for weeks on end is beyond me. Hell’s teeth, if they kept you at it for fifty-two weeks in the year, as every other damned working man is kept at it you’d be a bloody lawyer by now. And how much longer am I expected to support you while you skylark about in the so-called ‘halls of learning’, tell me that?”


Katy could see with something approaching horrified laughter that her brother was doing his best not to yawn. He failed, his jaw cracking with the strain.


“You bone-idle young pup,” his father roared. “If you’re so bloody worn out with junketing about the district in the pursuit of pleasure, happen a day or two in my company wouldn’t go amiss. Perhaps I’ll take you with me to Manchester this afternoon. I’ve a bit of business to see to there, legal business which needs attention. Your training might come in handy.”


“Well, sir, as it happens I was going to talk to you about that.” His son did his best to look serious.


“Were you now?”


“Perhaps after lunch, before you . . . we . . . set off for Manchester we could have a chat?”


“A chat! A chat about what? I haven’t time to be sitting about like one of your mother’s callers, drinking tea and gossiping over the latest doings in the valley. I’m to be in Manchester by three and the train won’t wait on my pleasure, lad, nor yours, so you’d best say what you’ve got to say right now.”


The two maidservants exchanged resigned glances. They’d be here all day at this rate, if they were any judge of it, which they were for they’d worked at Cloudberry End long enough to recognise the signs; the master and his son were settling themselves for a rare old ding-dong.


“Go on then, I’m listening,” the master said, signalling to Freda to refill his coffee cup.


“Well, sir . . .” His son leaned forward, smiling with that infectious humour which most thought so endearing but which was totally lost on his father. It cost him a great effort for his constitution was exceedingly fragile today. He had been up no more than half an hour, having spent the morning with his head beneath the bedclothes, shielding his eyes from the light. His head was painful and his stomach sour and as she watched him his sister was aware, for had she not heard the thunder of his horse’s hooves beneath her bedroom window last night, that he had not come home until well past three. He would have been out with his wild-riding, wild-drinking and spending friends, those whose fathers were not of the industrial middle classes as his father was. Young squireens from the landed gentry beyond Hollingsworth on the Lancashire side of the Pennines. Johnny Ashwell from Ashwell Hall, Tim Warren of Dunsford Manor and others of the same breeding who had nothing to do with their time but lark about the countryside, getting themselves and any willing dairymaid they could lay their hands on into trouble while they waited to step into the shoes their pedigreed fathers would vacate in due course.


“Well, sir,” Chris said again, evidently at a loss as to where he should begin since his head ached abominably and he had had very little sleep. “It occurs to me that I am not exactly cut out to be . . . a lawyer”


His father continued to sip his coffee, giving every indication that he had nothing to say on the matter though they all knew better, even the parlourmaids who drew closer together as though to prop one another up in the blast which was surely coming. They didn’t know why Mr Andrews bothered, quite honestly, since there was nothing more certain than that Master Chris would do exactly as he pleased and why he had stayed so long at that university was a mystery to them.


“Oh aye,” his father said at last and with amazing mildness.


“Indeed, I find I cannot make head nor tail of what is being taught me and I also find. . . well, I am not particularly interested in it in the first place. It needs a man with a. . . a. . . serious turn of mind, you see, to concern himself with legal matters and so I thought. . . well, I have my allowance.”


Sara Andrews sighed so heavily and at such length they all turned to look at her, even Lottie and Freda. She nodded at the maids to indicate that she would take more coffee and Lottie sprang forward with the pot, glad, it seemed, as they all were, of the diversion.


Sara thanked the maidservant then turned back to her husband, her softly clouded green eyes imploring. Please, be gentle with him, her eyes begged him. He is young and thoughtless and surely he is what we have made him? He is not industrious like the other two. He is not ambitious either but his good humour is so engaging how could anyone, least of all his mother, bear to see him chastised? She failed to realise that it was her own indulgence, which her husband was not able to withstand, that was the root cause of the problems her two youngest children caused him. Don’t be too hard on him, her expression pleaded. He will fit in somewhere if his father would just be patient. . . and kind. A place would be found for him and until then . . .


Her husband was a man who had clawed his way to his present position, snatching what he wanted, for the past thirty or so years, from all rivals in the construction of the railways, fighting, she was certain, hard and dirty, for it was a competitive business. He had bid for contracts as far north as Scotland and as far south as Cornwall, and won them too, travelling for weeks on end and for thousands of miles, driving his men as hard as he drove himself, coming home like a whirlwind to disturb the routine of the home he had built for her at the base of the brooding peak of Black Hill in the Dark Peak district of north Derbyshire. He was a man who had laboured to get where he was, and what he wanted from life, and he expected his sons to do the same. His two eldest boys had not disappointed him but this one, this audaciously charming and far from unintelligent son of theirs seemed to possess a restlessness, a reluctance to settle to anything which smacked of time-keeping, of routine, of responsibility, in fact of what other men described as work, preferring to shoot grouse and partridge up on Bleaklow, drink brandy, play cards and spend his time in the company of low women, his mother feared.


Jack Andrews’s face softened as he looked at his wife. He was still a handsome man despite his fifty-one years, massive of build with dark, curling hair only recently touched with grey. A man whose devotion to his wife was as well known in the valley as his disagreements with his youngest son. They had been married for twenty-five years and wherever they went showed an open delight in one another which was as diverting to those who found themselves in their company, as it was unusual. He loved her and was loved by her and neither of them saw any reason to hide it. Of course their family and servants were used to their utter devotion, their tendency to touch one another’s hand, to smile a secret but what was very evidently a private smile at one another, which could be very disconcerting at times, particularly when it happened across the dinner table when they were dining with friends.


Sara, even at forty-five, was a vividly beautiful woman, graceful, elegant and sweet-natured, inclined to laughter and sometimes even mischief. Because of the nature of her husband’s work she had often been alone bringing up their four children and she had been lenient with them, soft some called it, so that they had grown up out of hand, or at least the two youngest. The eldest boy, Richard, who was a clever engineer, had gone off a year or two back to make his fortune in the business of railway construction as his father had, and was at this moment on the other side of the world in Japan. The Tokyo to Yokohama line was to open in September and Richie Andrews, who had promised his mother most faithfully that he would write at least once a month, had also promised her he would come home when the line was completed before setting out on another adventure. China needed railways, Canada, South Africa, South America but Sara had given up so much of her life to the laying of those shining steel rails, first with her husband and now with her eldest boy, she was sometimes inclined to be tearful about it as she leaned on her husband’s broad chest in the privacy of their bedroom at Cloudberry End.


Why couldn’t Richie build his railways in his homeland, she had sighed, so that his mother could see more of him? But the truth of it was that the building of railways which had been so abundant in her husband’s younger days was virtually finished now in Britain. In Jack’s day thousands of miles of track had been laid from one end of the land to the other. A legion of navvies, her husband among them, had blasted their way through obstacles which had seemed insurmountable, until the network of rails spread north, south, east and west like the threads of a giant cobweb. The railway age, begun in Stockton exactly fifty years ago, carrying on through five decades was, but for the odd branch line here and there, effectively finished. By I860 all the main lines were completed and Sara Andrews’s son, her first-born, had been forced to look elsewhere in the profession first his father and then he had chosen.


Now they all waited for the explosion of displeasure which must surely come from the master of the house. Young Chris Andrews would not be allowed to skylark about the countryside with Johnny Ashwell and Tim Warren, surely, but to what occupation other than the seeking of pleasure was he suited? For the past year Jack Andrews had been retired from railway building, at the entreaty of his wife. His investments, his shares in the railway, in coal mining, shipping, in several cotton mills in Lancashire and woollen mills in Yorkshire brought him in great wealth, and the paper mill he had recently purchased beside Topside Reservoir kept him fully occupied, and at home, which pleased his wife. But what was to be done with his youngest son who, it seemed, did not care to go into the legal profession as his father intended, since a lawyer in the family would have come in right handy.


“So, my son, you are to give up your studies at the university, or is it that the university has given up on you? The latter seems more likely, I would say.”


His son shrugged deprecatingly and grinned, though his eyes were wary.


“That’s about the size of it, sir.”


“Oh, Chris darling, now what have you done?” his mother wailed and Katy sighed and raised her eyes in the direction of the ceiling. Good God, hadn’t they all been expecting this ever since her brother had gone, with great reluctance, to begin his training in the legal profession? He was no more suited to it than the dog who dozed, one eye opening occasionally to check on her whose dog she was, in the square of sunshine by the window. Chris was a pest, a menace, an aggravating nuisance who, as a boy, and even now, had teased her, fought her, coaxed her into wild escapades – not that she needed much coaxing, she remembered – the pair of them getting into so much trouble her father had threatened to send them both off to boarding school. Life had been, she freely admitted it, unendurably boring since he had left for the university. He was four years older than she was and had always harboured the belief that he was the best looking, the most winning of their mother’s children, not only her favourite, which was probably true, but that of every maidservant in the house. He was never defeated, never dismayed, carefree and smiling when he got his way, strutting through life like the young lordling he thought himself to be.


But then wasn’t she exactly the same? The thought made her smile.


“Really, Mother, does it matter what he’s done?” she protested, “since it was bound to happen sooner or later. He was never cut out for the academic life, was he, so whatever it was, probably to do with a girl, or gambling, would have come about—”


“Katherine, that’s enough from you,” her father snapped.


“Well, it’s true and you both know it. Does he ever show interest in anything other than playing the fool with those half-witted friends of his?”


“This is nothing to do with you, Katy Andrews, so I’ll thank you to keep your mouth shut and your nose out of my business. This is between Father and me—”


“Be quiet, lad,” his father interrupted him, “or I swear I’ll take a strap to you” – which they all knew was an idle threat since it would distress his wife – “and as for you, Katherine, I fail to see—”


“Please, Jack, don’t upset yourself, darling,” which again meant don’t upset me.


“Upset myself. Upset myself! God above, Sara, what am I to do with the pair of them? Chris is twenty and shows no aptitude for anything other than gaming and . . . and other things, and as for Katy she conducts herself with a lack of decorum which would not look out of place on a girl who has been brought up in the back streets of Liverpool. Jesus Christ . . .” His frustration contorted his face into a deep, ferocious frown. “I am forever being told that she has been seen somewhere she has no right to be. Oh, hell and damnation, Sara . . .”


Jack pushed his hand savagely through his thick hair, making it stand on end and his deep brown eyes, darker than his daughter’s, were lit with fires of outrage. The splendidly cut black frock-coat he wore strained across his broad shoulders. He was very evidently doing his best to contain his thwarted anger, for the sake of his wife only, but his daughter did not see, or refused to see, the signs of danger.


“Father, you know there is always someone who delights in tattling about others. What I do is perfectly harmless.”


“Oh, it is, is it?”


“Yes, and why you listen to such gossip is beyond me.”


“Katy, I’m warning you.”


“Why don’t you tell them, whoever they are, to mind their own business?”


“Katherine, for your own safety’s sake, either go to your room or be quiet until I have finished with this . . . this workshy young devil here. And when I have done so I shall have a word or two to say about your harmless behaviour.”


“Surely you are to take no heed of some busybody who has seen me racing my mare up towards Bleaklow Head.”


“There are dangerous bogs up there, girl, which—”


“Which I know about, Father, and so avoid them. I have been on the moors all my life, you know that.”


“That’s just it and from now on I insist you stay in the valley or, if that don’t suit, in your mother’s drawing room where you belong.”


Her father, for once ignoring his wife’s imploring expression, leaped to his feet, his face outraged. He had two sons who were a blessing to him, one an engineer and one up in Edinburgh training to be a medical doctor. Clever was David Andrews, like his older brother Richard, hardworking and assiduous in his studies, but these two wild ones, his son Christopher and his daughter Katherine, were a sore trial to him.


He glared at them both. His daughter had fallen into a frowning silence, her mouth set in a mutinous line, her jaw tight clenched, while his son appeared to have sunk into a light doze similar to that of the animal on the carpet.


His wife watched them all anxiously, her arched eyebrows dipping in a frown. Jack looked as though he would like nothing better than to give both his son and his daughter a good hiding, or, failing that, lock them in their rooms on bread and water, and Sara wondered why it was that either one of these two caused more trouble, more ructions, more downright aggravation than her other two put together. Their father turned, ready to explode with frustration, looking for something on which to vent it.


“And what’s that bloody animal doing in here? I’ve told you a hundred times, Katy, to keep the thing out of the house. Are you incapable of obeying even the simplest order?”


“Yes, Father. I mean, no, Father.”


“Well see to it in future.”


“She’s doing no harm, Father,” and as though she knew she was being discussed the scruffy-looking little bitch raised her head, seeming almost to smile in supplication, thumping her short stubby tail on the carpet in an ecstasy of devotion.


“Katherine.” Her father’s voice had an ominous sound to it.


“Darling,” his wife interrupted smoothly, “do sit down and see if there is any mail for me. It’s time I had a letter from Richie.”


It was a diversion and they all knew it. The only person who could calm Jack Andrews when his two youngest children threw him into a rage was his wife and though the matter of what was to be done with her youngest son was not yet dealt with, and the question of her daughter’s wild riding on the moor was one which cropped up almost daily, it could all be left until another time, surely?


Her husband sat down, somewhat calmer, and his children exchanged relieved glances. He riffled through the post, still irritable, then handed a letter to his daughter.


“Aye, lass, there’s one here but it’s not from Richie. Pass it to your mother, Katy, and take that look off your face, for I mean to have my way in this. You should not be riding alone and especially not up on the moor. You know how dangerous it is. You are sixteen years old and if you want to ride then take Dicken with you,” he was saying but a strange sound from the end of the table, a sound somewhere between a moan and a hiss of agony brought him instantly to his feet again and cut off his flow of exasperated words.


“Sara . . . darling?” he questioned, his voice aggressive, for what hurt his wife hurt Jack Andrews a hundredfold. In fact he wouldn’t have it at any cost. His sole purpose in life was her happiness and whoever had written her the opened letter which was trembling in her hand had better have a bloody good reason for doing so.


His chair fell backwards with a crash. The dog leaped to her feet and began to bark and Lottie dropped the laden tray, scattering soiled dishes all over the rich pile of Mrs Andrews’s beautiful sand-coloured carpet. Both Chris and Katy pushed their chairs back and stood up uncertainly, still clutching their napkins, watching as their large father scooped up their dainty little mother, holding her to him in an agony of remorse just as though whatever ailed her was his fault.


“Sweetheart, what is it? Tell me, darling, is it bad news?” Though he could think of nothing and no one who would dare upset his precious and half-fainting wife. “What is it?”


“Jack, oh Jack,” she was moaning into his shirt front and both Chris and Katy exchanged appalled glances. What on earth could there be in the letter clenched in their mother’s hand and who was it from? Whatever it was it had badly upset her and if their mother was upset their father would lash out at the first person who came to hand, namely them and hadn’t they had enough for one day? Should they make a run for it? their eyes asked one another, since the one thing they had learned early in life was that for Jack and Sara Andrews no one existed but each other. Something that had happened in their past before their children were born, though they knew none of the details. Oh, they knew their parents cared about them and their upbringing had been safe and protected, a perfectly happy childhood, but they knew they came second in their parents’ affections.


Their exchanged glances asked the same question. Did their mother and father want to be alone or should they stay in case . . . well, something might be required of them? It seemed unfeeling simply to drift away as though they were not in the least concerned about what was happening.


“Who’s the letter from, my darling?” their father was pleading. “Won’t you let me see it?” For their mother was still clutching it, all crumpled up, in her hand.


“It’s from . . . someone called . . . Henry Taylor.”


“Henry Taylor?” Their father looked bewildered.


“Henry . . . Oh God, Jack, it seems he is . . . Alice’s husband.”


Sara Andrews choked on the last two words. She burrowed like a small animal against her husband, incoherent sounds coming from her and Katy could feel the cold run through her veins and small frozen feathers of ice trail across her flesh. The hairs on the back of her neck rose stiffly, for the total disbelief and repudiation in her mother’s voice were quite indescribable. She wanted to go to her, to hold her protectively in her own strong arms, for Katy Andrews was almost a head taller than her mother, but of course her father wouldn’t allow it. He would let no one comfort his wife, not when he was there to do it and Katy accepted it, as they all did, even her brothers, at Cloudberry End.


“Let me see it, sweetheart,” Katy’s father said gently. “Let me have the letter. Don’t cry, my love,” for his wife had begun to weep with the inconsolable intensity of a whipped child.


“Father. . . Dear sweet Jesus . . . father.” Chris’s voice was ragged, his face white, his distress so great Katy moved round the table to take his hand. Fight like two cats in a sack they might, but in adversity Chris and Katy Andrews had always stood shoulder to shoulder.


“Oh, mum,” Lottie moaned for she could not bear another moment of the overwhelming disaster which had come upon them all.


It must be Master Richie in that heathen land he’d gone to, or Master Davy up north in his grand medical college. One or the other of them must be dead to make the mistress carry on so, though she had no idea who Mr Taylor or Alice might be.


Freda led her away, murmuring soothingly, her own heart heavy, closing the door quietly behind them, for the family would want privacy at this moment of sorrow.


Jack and Sara might have been alone for all the notice they took of their bewildered children.


“I’m going to throw it in the fire, my darling,” Jack said firmly. “That’s the best place for it. I don’t give a bugger what it says. Give it to me, Sara, please. I have no interest in that woman. None. After what she did to us . . .”


Chris and Katy were astonished to see their father, who had never been other than strong, contained, tempered, clutch their mother to him as though in fear, his face contorted with some emotion they could not even begin to describe. Loathing, perhaps, a revulsion so great it was ready to tear him apart with some dreadful memory, a strange reluctance to take hold of the letter and yet an urgency to have it out of his wife’s hands and disposed of at the back of the fire. Clear, tawny brown eyes stared incredulously into vivid green then, mouths agape, jaws slack, returned to goggle at the scene which was being enacted at the foot of the table.


“Jack,” their mother whispered, “you must read it.” Her voice was muffled and yet stronger. “We can’t just throw it in the fire and then . . . forget it ever came.”


“Damn it to hell, Sara, why not? Why not, dammit? How can you bear to . . . she nearly killed me . . . not physically, I know that, but . . .”


Jack Andrews threw back his head and glared at the ceiling, his gaze so menacing, so perilous, Katy felt her brother start forward as though afraid for someone’s safety but she held him back, for this was between their parents, whatever it was, and must not be interfered with by outsiders.


“I know, beloved.” Her mother’s voice was filled with infinite tenderness. “Oh, I know, and I will never forgive her myself but we . . . oh please, Jack, you must read what her husband has written.”


“No, Sara, I can’t. I won’t let her tamper with our lives again. We have had twenty-five years of . . . of . . . and I cannot risk it. Please, darling, let me put it to the back of the fire . . . please.”


“I can’t, Jack, I can’t. After all, Alice is my sister and her daughter is my niece.”


“Daughter! Dear God, what are you talking about, Sara?


You’re not making any sense. Come, won’t you let me send for Matty? If you were to lie down . . .”


“No, Jack, oh no, please listen to me. Alice is dead and her husband is sending her daughter to us!”
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Madge Andrews leaned forward in the small bow window of the cottage, relishing for a moment the warmth of the sunshine streaming through it as she watched her granddaughter gallop her little sorrel mare up the steep track which led to Madge’s front door.


Madge sighed in resigned exasperation, for the girl was dressed as no girl should be. Oh, she was in the decent riding habit her mother had had made for her, and insisted she wore, a rich, blue boxcloth with a jacket bodice and a neat white cravat at the neck but under the long, trained skirt she wore trousers. Again, it was quite acceptable for a lady to wear trousers beneath her riding habit, Madge knew that, but not in the style Katy had adopted. Tight they were, clinging as though they had been painted on her shapely legs, which were clearly visible since the skirt, all five yards of it, was bunched up above her thighs. The top hat she was supposed to wear but rarely did, at least out of sight of her parents, was attached in some way to her saddle and her vivid red hair swirled about her head like a newly opened chrysanthemum. As though it had a life of its own it snapped in the wind which blew even on the mildest day in the high moorlands, snatched back from her white, strained face and Madge sighed again since she knew that face well and it boded ill for Madge’s peace.


Madge, whose mother had been a Yorkshire woman and a great one for what she called “fettling”, had just finished her own. Since seven thirty that morning she had been in a frenzy of polishing and deep scouring. Nothing in the cottage had escaped her watchful eye. She had yellow-stoned her front doorstep, cleaned her windows, turned out her bedrooms and banished from every nook and corner what had always offended her the most and that was muck. She had emptied the drawers in her kitchen dresser and relined them with clean paper and she had just been about to start on the cupboards, relishing the scrubbing of her already spotless crockery, when the sound of horse’s hooves on the cobbles had brought her to the window.


She tutted irritably. “I’d best mash t’tea,” she told the tabby cat in the chimney corner, which had raised its own irritated head at the commotion beyond the door.


Madge talked to the cat all the time for, as those who live alone do, she liked to address her remarks to someone. “An’ I suppose I’d best get out t’gingerbreads an’ all. She love my gingerbread, do Katy. Now don’t tha’ look at me like that, Tab,” as the animal continued to show signs of annoyance, for where Katy went so did her dog and Tab and Muffy were old adversaries, “but I know what tha’ mean,” Madge went on, just as though the animal had spoken. “’Tis the end of our peace, for wherever she go she causes nowt but bother an’ vexation. An’ that animal of hers is no better, fetchin’ muck all over my clean flags an’ do the lass say ‘sorry,’ or even notice? No, she don’t. I know she’s me granddaughter, Tab and I’m right fond of ’er fer she’s a good heart but she’s worse than that there basket of kittens with her mischief, an’ just as thoughtless.”


Madge Andrews sighed deeply for the words were true. She had been uttering them to the cat and to herself for the past ten years, ever since the then six-year-old Katherine had evaded her governess, or whatever the woman who had charge of her education was called, finding her way, not along the road which ran beside the reservoirs from Crossclough to Woodhead, but riding her little pony up through the oak and rowan and birch woodlands which clustered on the lower slopes of Tintwistle Knarr, Round Hill and Butterley Moss. She had somehow leaped the tumbling waters of Crowden Brook, skirted the quarries, guided her small mount up gritstone slopes and down sliding shale, unafraid, unaware even that what she did was anything out of the ordinary.


Before that day she had travelled once a week with her mother in the carriage as far as it could be taken by the horses, struggling on foot up the last few cobbled yards to visit her grandmother.


But once a week was not enough for young Miss Katherine Andrews who loved her grandmother dearly and so, having decided she had no further use for the simple sums, the French verbs, the singing lessons, the learning of the neat copperplate handwriting her governess insisted upon, and the sewing lessons her mother insisted upon, she had simply – somehow – saddled her own pony and raced off in the direction of Woodhead, which she found without the slightest trouble and had been doing so ever since.


They had tried, or rather Sara had tried, for Jack was so often away, to curb her but it was like trying to put a halter on some legendary winged creature, a wild Arabian steed which would fade away, droop and die if it were tethered. At first, with Dicken, her father’s conscientious stable lad always a few paces behind her, she had been given the freedom to go where she pleased. Or where Dicken pleased, for the young man had been born and bred in these parts and knew every clough and waterfall, every black reef of gritstone, every quaking morass of bog. He knew where to find stretches of rough moorland where the horses could safely gallop, how to cross steep ravines without breaking the horses’ fragile legs, how to find his way home when the weather turned nasty and, more importantly, to recognise when it was about to, and when he had divulged all he knew to his young charge she simply discarded him, galloping off on her own.


What a hue and cry that had caused, her poor mother white and silent, her brothers frantic, for their father would kill them all if he came home to find his only daughter vanished beneath the innocent-looking sphagnum moss which covered the lethal boggy ground.


Just as it was getting dark and her mother about to get out her mourning gown, Katherine had ridden casually into the stable yard of Cloudberry End, slipped from her tired mare’s back and professed herself astonished by all the fuss. Dicken knew she was perfectly well able to climb to the top of Bleaklow – or at least as far as the peat bogs allowed – on her own, she said. She had crossed the road which led between Valehouse and Torside Reservoirs where it turned at the village of Hollins, and then over the railway track which her own father had helped to lay nearly forty years ago. There were pastures and woodland by Rollick Stones and then straight up by the side of Wildboar Clough with the Shining Cloud Hills on her left until she reached the dizzy heights of Bleaklow Head. She had to walk her pony in several places, as Dicken had showed her and yes, she was aware it was an inhospitable wilderness as her brothers said, or rather shouted, ready to throttle her, over two thousand feet high, but she had been very careful, as Dicken had taught her to be. Yes, she knew lives had been lost on Bleaklow but not hers since here she was to prove it, and no, she couldn’t promise her mother never to go again because that would be dishonest since she would be forced to break her word.


Yes, they had tried. Dear God, they’d tried, Madge Andrews knew that, especially her son who, in turn, found his daughter lovable, exasperating, defiant, good-humoured – if not crossed – honest, maddening, shocking and even terrifying with her complete lack of fear. She had been locked up, starved for two whole days once, her saddle hidden, her riding clothes and boots removed from her wardrobe, her father ready to flog her with his leather belt, but in the end he did the only thing he could do. Told Dicken to follow her the moment her pony was saddled, which was all well and good, said the mortified Dicken but Miss Katherine could ride rings round him, God knows how, but she could. She was trickier than a cartload of monkeys and she and her mount could vanish without a trace the minute he took his bloody eyes off her, he complained bitterly to his master, who understood and sympathised with him enormously, and Dicken didn’t care if he got the bloody sack for saying so.


Now, here she was, labouring under some bitter and vexatious problem if her manner and the expression on her face were anything to go by as she flung herself vigorously out of the saddle. Not that she wasn’t careful with her pretty little mare which appropriately she had named Storm. It was her mother who had suggested it, it was said, which Madge thought made sense since Sara Andrews’s life was stormy with this girl of hers, not to mention the lad who had been named after Madge’s own beloved husband.


Madge shrugged ruefully, her wrinkled face uneasy beneath her lace and ribbon cap. She was a strong, plain woman, born in Manchester to a comfortably-off family who were in cotton, ready to settle in a respectable marriage to a man her father approved of until handsome, merry, irresponsible Chris Andrews came into her life and swept her off her sensible, well-shod feet. That was over fifty years ago but she was still able to look after herself, thank the good Lord. She had most of her own teeth and though her once dark, glossy hair was now a pure, shining white, she was upright, in good health and as determined as it was her nature to be to remain that way. The only part of her that had let her down was her eyes and she wore wire-rimmed spectacles which clung precariously to the end of her nose.


Katy slashed her riding whip dangerously against her full skirt as she strode across the cobbles, bending her head beneath the low lintel of the cottage door and it was apparent from the tenseness in her face that her mood was just as savage as her whip.


“Come in, Katy lamb,” her grandmother said mildly enough. “But should that there horse be left standin’ like that? Are tha’ not goin’ to tie it up or summat?”


“No, she’ll not go far,” Katy answered absently.


“Happen she won’t but she seems to ’ave tekken a fancy to Annie Lennox’s primroses an’ Annie’ll not be best pleased to find ’er window box all eaten up.”


“Oh, never mind Annie Lennox’s primroses. I’ll fetch her some more from Cloudberry next time I’m over.”


Madge sighed deeply before lifting her cheek for her granddaughter’s kiss then began to bustle about the kitchen, Katy at her heels, pouring boiling water into the teapot, warming it in readiness for the tea, swilling it round and round, for Madge was very particular about her frequent “brews” and warming the pot was an essential part of the procedure. Three heaped teaspoons of tea were placed in the pot, one for her, one for Katy and one for the pot itself, before the second lot of water was poured in and the tea was left to mash. A tray was laid with a pretty, drawn-thread tray cloth and two of Madge’s best, rose-painted china cups and saucers, a sugar basin and milk jug to match, and on a plate she arranged the gingerbreads and an almond slice or two of which Katy was equally fond.


Madge liked to do a bit of baking every day, keeping her hand in, she called it, making sure her biscuit tin and her cake tin were well stocked since she had a great many grandchildren, even great-grandchildren, any or all of whom were inclined to descend on her without a moment’s notice.


Stepping over the dog with an irritable “tcch-tcch”, she placed the tray on the plush tablecloth which covered the kitchen table when it was not in use, poured out the tea and handed a cup to Katy who took it absently and began to sip.


“Sit thi’ down, lass, an’ give over frowning. There’s summat up so why don’t tha’ tell me what it is? What’s brought thi’ over here at such a lick an’in such a state tha’s lettin’ that animal o’ thine make free wi’ Annie Lennox’s window box? Nay, don’t argue. Tha’s in a flummox over summat, that’s plain to see but best calm down first afore thi’ fly off t’handle.”


“Grandmother, I can’t calm down. I’m . . .”


“Tha’ can lass, an’ tha’ will.”


“Oh, Grandmother . . .”


“Don’t tha’ ‘oh, grandmother’ me, Katy Andrews, for I’m too old for your shenanigans an’ I’ll not put up with ’em.”


“It’s not my shenanigans this time, Grandmother,” but nevertheless Katy settled herself, sighing wearily, in the chair opposite her grandmother, soothed by her grandmother’s refusal to be anything other than calm as she always was, watching as, her tea drunk, she took up her knitting which was always to hand. Katy had never, in all her life, seen her grandmother sit and do nothing. If it wasn’t mending or darning, it was knitting for one of her innumerable grandchildren or great-grandchildren, this time a tiny matinee coat for Violet’s latest. Violet was George’s eldest girl and George was Madge’s eldest boy and Violet already had eight little ’uns about her feet in the tiny, dark cottage along the lane. They all lived close by, Madge’s sons and their wives, her grandchildren and their spouses, and to tell the truth she often wondered what on earth had possessed their Jack to bring his lovely, ladylike bride to this desolate place where nothing much grew but broom, heather, bracken and sheep.


The Dark Peak it was called, composed of gritstone, black reefs of it, wave upon wave of it as though it were a sea which had solidified; and interspersed with these seas of rock was a quaking morass of bogland. The land of the gritstone uplands was a fierce and treacherous land which soaked up the rain like a sponge and a horseman unfamiliar with the terrain, careless with it, could be sucked into it, horse and all, before he had time to say “whoa”, which was why Jack was so afraid for his girl.


Below the line of the peatland there were wide patches of rough moorland covered with tussocky mat-grass, and hawthorn grew on the edges, with rowan and broom, with sessile oak and swathes of birch. Tumbling waters fled down ravines where fern clung, and grouse flapped from under the heather as men approached with guns. Sheep wandered, gnawing at the poor crop, rough, wild sheep with names such as Gritstones and Lonks, the only sort that could survive in this bitter land. The area was carved by running water as streams ran from the inexhaustible reservoirs of the grits, setting out from the crest of the peaks on their journey to the lowlands. The water cut narrow but deep gorges, joining forces with other streams, increasing its power as it excavated cloughs ranging from mere notches down the face of steep scarps to the narrow, wild and impressive valleys below, filling the reservoirs of Valehouse, Torside, Rhodeswood, Woodhead and Bottoms which provided the city of Manchester with clean water.


A rough land, a hard land where a man must be hard to endure it, and a woman harder, but when the sun shone, as it did today, the sky was filled with a pure blue light which seemed to shimmer on the edge of the horizon and it took on a rugged beauty. Skylarks, barely discernible to man’s eye in the sky to the back of Madge’s cottage, sang their hearts out and the hare’s-tail cotton grass was covered with burgeoning fruit, the whiteness of it giving the impression of a recent snowstorm.


“Grandmother,” her granddaughter began, replacing her cup and saucer on the table and helping herself to another almond slice.


“Yes, lass?” Madge answered serenely, since she believed nothing her granddaughter could say or do was likely to alarm her, not at her age.


“Did you know Mother had a sister?”


Madge felt her old heart lurch perilously and knew that her earlier belief was wrong. Her still nimble fingers became a jumble of thumbs and stiff joints and she was aware with that part of her brain which dealt with everyday, basic things that she would have to pull at least two rows back and start again since she’d dropped several stitches.


The startled expression on her face must have given her away, for Katy straightened up from her usual pose of sprawling indolence to one of sudden interest.


“You did know, didn’t you?” Her tone was accusing, implying that she took it hard her grandmother had failed to confide in her.


“Aye, I did, but I never met ’er, lass.”


“Did anyone? Meet her, I mean.”


“Nay, not that I know of, anyroad.”


“Well, it’s a bit of a facer to learn you’ve family you didn’t even know existed.”


“Aye, lass, I suppose it is.”


Silence fell as Katy brooded on this last, her unseeing gaze fixed on the crackling coals in the fire, the familiar objects of her grandmother’s kitchen which she had known all her life, fading to the edge of her conscious mind.


Madge Andrews’s boxframe cottage, which stood with a dozen or so others in the small hamlet of Woodhead, was built of local stone and had a rose-coloured clay tile roof over which, during the years, lichen had grown. There was ivy climbing the wall and partly covering the roof and in the summer it was joined by a thriving eruption of pink sweetbriar roses.


But despite its air of well-kept prettiness the walls of the cottage were poorly insulated, the upstairs windows, made of cylinder glass, were draughty and though the doors at the back and front of the cottage were sturdy and well fitted and much had been done to restore the old building, for Jack was a wealthy man and a good son, the only really warm place was before the enormous fireplace on the end wall. All the cooking was done in the fireplace, for Madge had resisted all Jack’s efforts to put in one of the new-fangled cast-iron ranges which had become so popular. She liked the place just as it had been when her Chris had brought her here as a bride nearly sixty years ago, she protested sharply, and saw no reason for change. She was attached to her high-backed rocking chair, her hand-made rugs, her old dresser, and with a canary singing in a cage, with her Tab and Tab’s everlasting litter of kittens which resided in a basket in the chimney corner, a water butt – her only concession to modernity since Jack said she was past plodding down the track to the stream – at her back door, she was as snug as Tab and her kittens themselves. She would be seventy-five this year, a great age for any woman but despite this she resisted fiercely any suggestion of giving up her independence.


Jack had wanted her to go and live in style and comfort at Cloudberry End but Madge, fond as she was of the sweet girl her son had married, couldn’t quite picture herself in the overwhelming luxury and grandeur of Jack’s brand new house which perched on the gentle lower slope of the valley looking out over the reservoir. A lovely house, to be sure, built of stone with a long, low front, standing solitary and alone, exposed to the fierce storms which swept over the moorland at its back. Five acres of garden it stood in, with terraces dug out of the sloping land, gardens full of old-fashioned flowers, with clipped hedges and paved walks sheltered from the cold winds. Laurel hedges edged the drive which led to a round gravel court for the easy turning of Jack’s fine carriages and inside the house it was even grander. A wide hall three times as big as Madge’s cottage, a parlour, a drawing room, a dining room, a breakfast room, all shining and glowing with lovely polished furniture; above these were bedrooms by the score and even a couple of bathrooms with flush “lawies” and constant hot running water.


It was beautiful: the setting, the comfort, the velvet lawns all about the house, the colourful flowerbeds, rose beds filled with sweetbriar, with cabbage roses, moss roses, old white damask and maiden’s blush and a fragrance too incredible to be described. Sweet Williams crowding against iris and peonies, pinks, carnations, wallflower and Canterbury bell, an invasion of the senses which was almost too much to be borne. An arbour spread with honeysuckle and roses, a terrace with steps leading down to it all, balustrades and sundials and benches under trees and at the end of her first visit Madge couldn’t wait to get back to the simplicity of her own small home.


Cloudberry End was only a mile or so out of the busy little country town of Crossclough where a railway station on the Manchester to Sheffield line made it convenient for Jack to get about on business and for Sara to travel to Manchester and the splendid shops there. What had worried Madge more than anything when Jack begged her to come and live with them was the unimaginable situation of having her family, George’s, Will’s and Harry’s families drop in on her at Cloudberry End in the easy and familar way they did at Woodhead. Jack had “got on” and it was rumoured he might even be a millionaire and George and Will and Harry had remained exactly what they had started out as, which was farm labourers. Jack had acquired polish, a “posh” way of talking, or so Harry said sneeringly, and Jack’s wife, there were no two ways about it, was a lady and could no more sit and gossip with Madge’s other daughters-in-law than Jack’s elegant carriage horse could be put in tandem with the one which pulled old Arkwright’s plough. A proper lady she was, though she never threw it in your face but it was there just the same. They might have been born in a different class and culture, George’s lot, Will’s lot, Harry’s lot, so far apart had Jack grown from them. Jack had travelled all over the world and the furthest her other sons had been from Woodhead was to Penistone to see the fair.


As for Jack’s children, they were the children of a lady and could find no common ground on which to meet their cousins. There was already bad feeling between Chris Andrews and George’s Paddy, who were the same age, and with Will’s twin sons, Josh and Jake, who often hung about with Paddy. They were outspoken in their rough contempt – and envy, Madge suspected – of their fine cousins at Cloudberry End.


“Do you know anything about her, Grandmother?” Katy went on, leaning forward to peer into Madge’s face. “For some reason Mother and Father have kept her existence a secret from us. She’s called Alice Taylor, apparently, and all these years, twenty-five, ever since they married, they’ve spoken not one word about her and what I’d like to know is why? What possible reason can they have had for keeping her hidden? Not that I’m particularly concerned about that, you understand” – since I already have more relatives than I know what to do with, her expression seemed to be saying – “but it’s all such a damned mystery and now Mother’s shut up in her room with Matty, and Father’s dashed off God knows where and nobody will tell us a thing. Chris, who’s in trouble again, by the way, and should have gone to Manchester with Father, galloped off in great relief and Father didn’t even notice, he’s so upset. But nobody will tell us so I came to you.”


The room was still but for the crackle and splutter of the fire, the plaintive mewing of the kittens whose mother had sauntered off in the direction of the open back door and the canary which was going through its repertoire in the window bottom.


“Grandmother?” Katy urged. “Do you know what’s been going on?”


Madge lifted her head and looked into the flushed, intense face of her granddaughter. “The child of my child is twice my child,” the old proverb went and though it was not true of her other grandchildren, it was about this one. Twenty-seven grandchildren she had had and she’d lost count of her great-grandchildren but this one, this unpredictable, self-willed, rebellious, hot-tempered daughter of her youngest son was the one special in her heart. She was strong, flaunting what she liked to call her independence in the face of anyone who tried to restrain her, which Madge could sympathise with since she herself was the same. But inside she was sweet, as the kernel of a walnut is sweet though the shell is hard. And though she was not yet seventeen, in Madge Andrews’s opinion, she was ready for marriage, which meant for loving. She held her own mother and father in deep affection, of course, but who can lavish love on a couple who are obsessed only with one another? Who share a strange single-minded rapture which, because of its sad beginnings made the two involved so tightly welded together they were as close as two sides of a sovereign?


But was Jack and Sara’s story hers to tell? Madge Andrews asked herself. Was it up to her to reveal to their daughter why Sara had not spoken to her own sister for twenty-five years? It was not much of a story really. Nothing dramatic or sensational though it had seemed tragic to Jack and Sara at the time, and the outcome had been a happy one. But perhaps it was now to be resolved, that strange estrangement, if Sara’s sister had been in touch with her as Katherine’s questions seemed to indicate.


“Aye, my lass,” she said hesitantly, “I seem to remember thy pa telling me some tale years ago about a falling out.”


“A falling out? Over what? I can’t imagine Mother falling out with anyone.”


“Well, my lamb, tha’ must ask tha’ ma what happened. I do know when tha’ pa brought her back to live ’ere I were dumbfounded for there’s nowt up here for someone like tha’ ma but she made friends wi’ . . . well, with her own sort. Mrs Ashwell an’ the like and seemed content enough. Tha’ pa did say as how he wanted to fetch her away from . . . memories what might hurt her, I suppose, and him an’ all, from what I gathered. Summat happened in Liverpool . . . well,” she went on briskly, “it’s not for me to say but he wanted to mekk a fresh start.”


“But why?”


“Nay, lass, that’s for them to tell thi’. But why should tha’ ma speak of her sister now?”


“She had a letter this morning from her sister’s husband. He said Alice was dead.”


“Eeh, never!” Madge put a hand to her mouth, inclined to be tearful, for the loss of a sister must be a terrible wrench.


“Yes, so he said and it seems he means to send Alice’s daughter up here to stay with us. Damned cheek, I call it, after all this time.” Katy’s face became pink with indignation. “The thought of some squalling brat demanding everyone’s attention from morning till night doesn’t bear thinking about,” meaning the disturbance of the smooth rhythm of Cloudberry End which revolved carefully around herself. “I have no intention of spending my days in the company of another girl which they will probably try to make me do.” She shuddered visibly. “Can you imagine it? Take her with you, Katy,’ they will say but I refuse absolutely to be bothered with her, Grandmother, and that is that.”


Katy’s golden tawny eyes snapped dangerously and her full mouth, the ripe colour of a hedgeberry, thinned to a white and mutinous line. She tossed her head and Madge was startled, as she always was by the movement of Katy’s short halo of hair which swirled about her skull, reminding Madge of a field of corn when the wind ripples through it. Not that her granddaughter’s hair was anything like the colour of corn, far from it. It was rich and glowing, like the leaves of a copper beech but with streaks of gold shot through it, a crop of softly bouncing curls. It had been the talk of the valley from the day Katy first brazenly displayed it, for how could Sara Andrews allow her daughter to wear it so short? It tumbled over her forehead and ears, curling against her creamy white neck, a declaration that Katy Andrews was like no other girl any of them knew. Delicately shaped copper eyebrows arched, or scowled fiercely more often than not, above slanted eyes which were fringed with long, copper lashes and her presence was so taut with tension, with a need to be about something, anything which did not smack of the tedious, of boredom and routine, it was positively painful to be in her company for longer than half an hour.


The rough-haired bitch who had been dozing in a patch of sunshine which lay across the scrubbed flags stood up and stretched her back legs, first one then the other, giving herself a good shake. She sauntered across the kitchen, grinning in that amiable way a good-natured dog has, her short tail moving in small circles. The kittens in the basket began to spit and claw, recognising an enemy which they appeared to think threatened them, defenceless as they were without their mother but they were beneath the bitch’s notice as she laid a loving muzzle on Katy’s knee. Katy stroked her head absently, her gaze still fixed on her grandmother.


“Chloe,” she announced. “Did you ever hear the like? Biblical, Mother said. Something to do with Puritans, God help us.”


“Chloe?” Madge murmured. “’Tis a right pretty name.”


“D’you think so? Well, Chloe is to be here by the end of the week and if Mother thinks I am to make a little sister of her then she’s sadly mistaken.”


Katy was prevented from further speculation about the girl who was her lost cousin by a sharp rat-tat at the door which, without waiting for an answer from within, opened immediately, much to the consternation of Katy’s dog. She began to bark frantically, for the animal which lumbered in ahead of the man who had opened the door could only be described as the worst canine nightmare any dog could have the misfortune to suffer. He was squat, a cross between a bulldog and some other breed which, though Katy could not immediately bring his antecedents to mind, had obviously been strong, broad-backed, thick-necked and vicious. He was a dirty white in colour, his legs short and splayed, his deep chest and neck supporting a huge head with a broad, square skull. His muzzle was short with an upturned lower jaw. His eyes were deep and dark, ringed with pink and in them was a venom which brought Katy to her feet since his intention was obvious. It was written in his snarling mouth and lowering brow. He meant to take hold of her own brave little dog by the scruff of her neck and snap the life out of her which he could do with a shake of his massive head.


The next two minutes were no more than a whirling, deafening blur to Madge, a blur which contained flashing images of snapping jaws and vicious teeth, of savage, furious eyes blood red with rage, of flying, crashing china as her precious cups and saucers were flung from the tray when the bigger dog crashed against the table. There were howls of animal pain and howls of human fury, of curses, both male and female, of shouted commands, of brawny male arms and dangerously fragile female hands as Katy Andrews and Paddy Andrews, who was her cousin and the owner of the mauling dog, did their best to separate him from Katy’s defiant little terrier. The kittens mewed piteously but not even to defend her family would Tab venture into the fighting arena, cowering by the back door of the scullery and Madge found herself lifting the heaving basket on to her lap, for it seemed likely to her that its howling contents might be reduced to bleeding scraps of fur and flesh in the savagery of the turmoil.


At last Paddy had his dog by the collar, almost strangling the thing as he heaved him towards the door, still turning his head to snap and snarl at the terrier and even, Madge was inclined to think, at his master’s hand in its bloodlust.


Somehow her grandson opened the door without help, for both Katy and her grandmother were fully occupied in calming their respective charges. He flung the animal on to the cobbled track where, instead of subsiding since his foe was out of reach, he threw himself against the closed door again and again, much to the alarm of Katy’s sorrel mare who, since it seemed to her she was in mortal danger, took off at the full gallop in the direction of her stable at Cloudberry End.


“Dear God in heaven,” Katy shrieked, and in her arms and pressed to her heaving breasts her dog shivered and moaned. “I hope you’re bloody well satisfied, Paddy Andrews. That dog of your is a menace and should not be allowed out of your cottage yard without a chain on it. In fact I’ve a good mind to ask my father to see the magistrate and get an order to have him put down. It might have . . .”


Paddy only laughed. “Nay, lass, don’t tha’ speak ter me of vicious dogs. That thing tha’ve got clutched ter thi’ is as lively as a bloody rat an’ tha’ knows what ’appens ter rats, don’t tha’?” He appeared to be completely unruffled by the commotion, even finding it a source of amusement. There was no harm done, was there, except to his gran’s cups and saucers so what was Katy Andrews, who really was growing into a very tasty piece of female flesh – and Paddy was a man who appreciated a pretty woman-making such a bloody fuss about? Her animal had a torn ear – he could see the blood on Katy’s dress – but that was all. He admitted his dog was hard to handle where other dogs were concerned, since he had trained him to be a fighter but he was harmless, even docile in the presence of humans. Normally, when he was to go where he knew there would be other dogs he would keep him on a chain, but though he had taken note of the sorrel placidly eating her way through Annie Lennox’s window box and had even known she belonged to Jack Andrews’s lass, he had given no thought to what might be inside his grandmother’s kitchen. Obviously his cousin Katy, but he had forgotten that bloody little excuse for a dog which trailed at her heels.


Paddy, Patrick George Andrews to give him his correct name, was the youngest son of Madge Andrews’s oldest, George. Big he was and though it was not mentioned, nor even acknowledged, was the spit of his uncle Jack, Katy’s father. He was broad of shoulder, narrow of waist and hip with long graceful legs which could stride out for hours on end, carrying him for miles across barren hillside and moor as he took his dog, and himself, to the fights which were arranged at the back of isolated inns and where prize money might be had. Since he was a lad of fifteen, enormous even then, he had fought in over a hundred bouts. He had never been marked and his good looks, dark and gypsy-like, ensured that he was never short of female company. A rebel was Paddy, working casually when he was in need of a bob or two – which was not very often since he won many purses in the ring – in the quarries which abounded in and above the Longdendale valley. Gritstone and sandstone and limestone quarries which the accessibility of the railway had made available to the industries of south Lancashire, Cheshire and the West Riding of Yorkshire. He had the dark curling hair and deep-set brown eyes of the Andrews men. His mouth was wide and inclined to smile more often than not since life was pleasant for Paddy Andrews, but his short temper and hard fists were legend in the valley, should any man attempt to cross him which few did. He was dressed casually in an open-necked checked shirt, corduroy breeches, gaiters and heavy working boots. The dark stubble on his sun-bronzed face and jaw testified to the fact that he had not shaved for several days and where it dipped beneath his chin to his throat it met a bloom of coarse chest hair which sprang from the open neck of his shirt.


Katy eyed it with distaste, her nostrils flaring. Her arms were wrapped protectively about Muffy’s still quivering body and she breathed heavily with outrage.


“What the hell is there to smile about, you clod? That vicious brute of yours might have killed Muffy.”


Paddy shouted with laughter. “Muffy! Muffy. What sort of a bloody name is that ter give a dog? Muffy.”


“What’s wrong with it? What, may I ask, do you call that devil which is howling outside my grandmother’s door? Satan, I shouldn’t wonder! You do realise that he has so terrified my sorrel that she has taken to her heels.”


“Well, his name’s not bloody Muffy, I can tell you. Jesus . . .” Paddy’s laughter became even more pronounced as he lounged by the door with every appearance of great good humour, his hands on his hips, his teeth a startling white slash in his sun-tinted face.


“You realise that I shall have to walk home now, don’t you?” Katy hissed, infuriated by his laughter. She advanced towards him, her intention of marking him in some way, as his opponents in the ring had never been able to do, very obvious. “And if my mare damages herself between here and Cloudberry End then you will have not only me but my father to answer to.”


Paddy’s grin widened. “Oh ho, you really must not frighten me, like that, cousin. I’ll not be able ter sleep at night fer worrying about it.” He was enjoying himself immensely for there was nothing he liked more than a good fight, particularly if that fight was with a woman, for who knew where it might lead? He allowed his gaze to roam admiringly over Katy, from her head to her well-polished boots, then up again to her flaming halo of glorious hair beneath which the furious pink of her face glowed. It lingered for several impudent moments at her breasts which still heaved against Muffy. Her eyes were the colour of the cat’s in the doorway, a deep, golden amber, narrowed and snapping with flecks of outrage, glowing brown and her wide mouth was as red as a poppy, howling her affront. She turned and placed the dog carefully in the chair where she had been sitting before he arrived and, turning again, placed her hands on her hips and glared at him and as she did so Paddy was surprised by a sudden and quite incredible flow of something which began in his chest and travelled to the pit of his belly. A feeling very familiar but one he did not associate with girls like Katy Andrews, by God, and one which had something in it he did not recognise. She was a young girl to him, no more than sixteen or seventeen, he supposed, though her full-breasted figure, which was heaving threateningly in his direction, said otherwise. She’d need taming by some man and wouldn’t he like to be the one to do it? A spitting, scratching she-cat who was asking for a bloody good hiding with that wicked mouth of hers but afterwards . . . aah . . . afterwards!


“Well, well.” He grinned impertinently. “So Miss Andrews of Cloudberry End can’t walk a couple o’ miles wi’out gettin’ a blister or two on her delicate little feet, is that it? An’ as fer yer pa bein’ a threat ter me, lass, well, that remains ter be seen. Can’t manage ’is own lad, so the talk goes.”


His smile gone, he turned away contemptuously. Paddy Andrews answered to no man, not even his own pa. He’d only called on his grandmother because he happened to be passing and she brewed a glass of ale which was to his liking, and he was fond of the old girl. So sod Katy Andrews and sod the lot of them at Cloudberry End. He despised them all and if he could do them a bad turn he would.


“I can walk as far and for as long as you can, Paddy Andrews, and still arrive without a blister. I’m not one of those pampered girls who can’t go about without a parasol or their smelling salts.”


She was beginning to annoy him with her persistence, her determination to have the last word, her absolute certainty that she was in the right and Paddy Andrews was no more than a lout who must be put in his place.


“Listen, lass, I don’t give a damn what you, that prick of a brother of yours, nor that—”


They had both, in their strange absorption with one another, forgotten the existence of their grandmother and when she spoke they both turned to her with what looked like bewilderment.


“Patrick, that is enough, an’ as fer thee, Katherine, I’d like ter remind thi’ that this is my house and I’ll have no more bad language in it. You’d best go, grandson, an’ tekk that dratted dog with thi’. If tha’ was half a gentleman . . .”


“A gentleman! Him!” Katy spluttered, almost in tears with temper.


“. . . I’d ask thi’ ter walk tha’ cousin home.”


“Ha! Walk home with him. I’d sooner walk home with his damned dog.”


“Now then, Gran, she’s just told us she can outwalk anybody in’t district so let her bloody do it, an’ wi’out my help. An’ remind me ter mekk damn sure there’s none o’ them fools from Cloudberry End visitin’ thi’ next time I’m over or there’ll be skin an’ hair flyin’. An’ that means you, lady,” glaring at Katy. “Yer nowt but a jumped-up load o’ nobodies, the lot o’ you. Yer pa came from workin’ stock, like me an’ me brothers an’ cousins but the way tha’ carries on yer’d think tha’ were related ter’t bloody queen. None of ’em, especially that son of a bitch who rides about wi’t gentry, ’ad better cross my path, I’m warnin’ yer.”


He turned to glare, his contempt for Chris Andrews plain to see and Katy fell back before it, wondering what it was that had made Paddy Andrews, who had been good-humoured enough five minutes ago, turn so sour.
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The train had laboured its way up the incline which had begun in Hadfield, climbing steadily as it rattled towards the Longdendale valley and the railway station at Crossclough which stood at fifteen hundred feet above sea level. On either side of the track were the lifting moorlands and craggy tops of the Dark Peak, bleak and inhospitable on this colourless day even to someone who was familiar with them as Jamie Hutchinson was. Crossclough, which was no more than a mile or two from Woodhead where the train would pass into the tunnel, was on the narrow peninsula of land which reached out through Lancashire and Derbyshire and into Yorkshire where the tunnel emerged at Dunford Bridge. Woodhead Tunnel, just over three miles long and on which so many men had been crippled or killed, was really two single-track tunnels running side by side beneath the dark, rolling moorlands, the upland deserts of peat and heather which were the hallmark of this land. High, wild moorland where, at this time of the year, indeed at most times of the year, the air was filled with the sound of the water which tumbled unceasingly down dozens of cloughs and into the reservoirs beside which the railway track ran.


The valley was wide and shallow, its lowest point defined by the narrow road which meandered on to Penistone; by the railway, and the string of reservoirs which lay along its bottom. There were fields on either side of the ruffled waters, dissected by dry stone walls. There were woodlands, and scattered cottages dropped down into a sea of bilberry, of wavy-hair grass and the strong and yet delicate grace of fern, and about them rose the multi-hued lift of new heather, bracken and crowberry. But higher still the moors were featureless, rolling on as far as the eye could see, which wasn’t far today for the cloud was down.


Jamie did his best not to be too obvious about it but he just could not take his eyes off the delicately lovely creature who sat opposite him in the first-class carriage of the Manchester to Sheffield train. He himself had travelled from Liverpool, changing at Manchester and had only at the last minute decided to travel first class. He was careful with his money, particularly now when only God knew how far it was to stretch, but somehow his return to what he called “home” had seemed a special occasion and needed an appropriate precedent to mark its importance and what better way to travel, and arrive, than in style? It was the ending of his old, hard way of life and the beginning of his new, which would probably be just as hard though in a different way. The impetuous decision to spend his hard-earned money had manifested itself in a cushioned seat in the luxury and well-lit comfort of a first-class carriage instead of the tiny windows, the foetid atmosphere, the bare boards, the dingy, smoky oil lamps which barely illuminated the conditions third-class passengers must endure.


She was dressed completely in black, the lovely, drooping young woman who stared fixedly out of the window, and he was amazed that someone of her youth and quality should be travelling alone. The males of the middle and upper classes guarded their females as though they were made of jewelled gold, protecting them from other males like himself and would certainly not believe that any woman, at least of theirs, was capable of travelling from one town to another unchaperoned, and not only arrive, but arrive safely. Women, or at least ladies, were incapable of getting from their own drawing room to that of a friend without some male to guide them there, even if it was only a servant!


The young woman’s clothing was very evidently of the best, even he who knew nothing of ladies’ fashions could see that, and though it was drab, as mourning is meant to be, it was . . . well, he could only think of the word stylish, which sounded a bit fanciful. Her gown, revealed when her black, fringed shawl slipped from her slender shoulders, fitted her superbly, hugging her breasts and the smallness of her waist in a way which drew his eyes to them no matter how hard he tried not to. Her hands were small and white, the nails a perfect, pearly oval but they were not at ease, as she was not, twisting anxiously around one another, or clutching fiercely at the small, black reticule in her lap. Her bonnet was small in the style of the day, almost the shape and size of an inverted flowerpot, completely unadorned but for a small veil which she had turned back from her face, inadvisably he was inclined to think. The narrow brim allowed the muted daylight to touch her hair which was like nothing he had ever seen before, and yet at the back of his mind where distant memories lay he seemed to think he had seen hair that colour and texture somewhere. It had a gloss on it like silk and its hue was somewhere between gold and copper and pale chestnut and yet it was none of these since the three melted together into a living flame of glory.


Suddenly she turned her gaze from the drab scene she was studying beyond the carriage window and before he had time to look away their eyes met. Again they were an incredible colour. Blue-green, vivid, like the seas he had sailed across south of the equator, turquoise almost and fringed with long, curling brown lashes and again he had the strangest feeling of having seen them before. They were unfathomable, unreadable, deep and still and for a fraction of a second they stared, startled, into his before her lashes dropped in confusion. She bit her lip; the blood ran pink beneath her white skin and she turned her head away as though in deepest embarrassment, presenting him with the delicate arch of one copper eyebrow and the perfection of her profile.


Christ Almighty, but she was lovely, and where in hell was she going all alone on this murky May morning? The train would reach Crossclough soon, then on to Penistone before dropping down to Sheffield and when he alighted at Crossclough, as he was about to do, she would be left to the mercy of the fashionably dressed young dandy who, like himself he supposed irritably, had done nothing but stare at her ever since she had boarded the train in Manchester. She was very young, no more than sixteen or seventeen, he would have said and would she be safe from any advances the leering young gentleman might press on her?


Damnation, why in hell hadn’t she got into a carriage with another woman in it, or at least several passengers so that the chances of her being left alone with some man who would think any woman travelling by herself was fair game would be lessened? Perhaps he might suggest to her that when the train reached Crossclough, which it should in the next five minutes, he himself could escort her to a first-class carriage where the protection of another female might be available.


Or would that alarm her even more? Would she shrink away and tremble as he had seen her do several times on the twelve-mile journey from Manchester; look at him with those amazing blue-green eyes, the expression in them telling him she was convinced he meant her no good?


Jamie sighed deeply, shrugging his broad shoulders more comfortably into his rough reefer jacket, working the collar more snugly up about his neck. Though it was May the temperature was more like January and even here in the enclosed carriage the damp seemed to slither inside his warm jacket and woollen gansey, feathering his flesh which was used to more tropical elements than these. God alone knew what those in third class suffered, he thought, travelling as they did in what was virtually a wooden box with only one small window which frequently would not close. He knew because he had travelled in one.


He shoved his hands more deeply into his pockets and clenched his blunt-angled jaw as the dilemma of the girl opposite gnawed at him and yet it wasn’t his bloody dilemma, for God’s sake, so why should he feel it was? He was coming home, if he could call it home; about to see his mother for the first time in five years, about to start a new way of life and before he’d even got off the blasted train he had taken upon himself a tricky problem which was not his problem to solve.


Jamie Hutchinson stood six feet four inches in his stockinged feet and had a frame to match his height. His shoulders strained at the seams of his navy blue reefer jacket and his thigh and calf muscles, which were clearly defined beneath the durable woollen fabric of his trousers, were as hard and tensile as a coiled spring. He was dark, his over-long hair tumbling in rough waves about his head and falling over his brow to his fiercely scowling eyebrows. His skin was as brown as his mother’s prized walnut dining table, a rich, warm brown which had been achieved in more southerly climes than those of the Dark Peak. His eyes were blue, brilliant and penetrating, long-lashed, narrowed with fine lines radiating outwards from each corner as though he were accustomed to squinting over shimmering seas in which the sun’s rays were caught. A strong man with a pleasant face, good-humoured, with a mouth which seemed inclined towards laughter, but there was something in the set of it which said he was not a man to be trifled with.


The train began to slow, the rhythm of its wheels altering and from the engine a piercing whistle warned those who stood on the platform ahead to beware. The young woman stared fearfully from the window, her hands knotting together in what appeared to be real fear and Jamie’s face softened. She was nought but a young lass, a little bit of a thing who seemed to be trapped in some fearful predicament and could he, in all conscience, get off the train without doing something, saying something which might alleviate her alarm? Her eyes were wide, almost blank with some distress and her small teeth worried her full bottom lip.


He couldn’t help himself. He leaned forward and when he spoke both the girl and the chap by the opposite window who still stared avidly in their direction jumped slightly.


“Are you all right, miss?” was all he said but he might have made some indecent remark to her the way she shrank back in her corner. Her skin paled even further, and her eyes widened even further, if that were possible, so that they were enormous and glittering in her face, but her answer, when it came, was quite composed.


She lifted her head haughtily. “I beg your pardon?” Her tone was icy and she recovered her balance as if by magic, her young face set in a mask of cool rebuff.


“I just thought you seemed . . . disturbed.” He shrugged deprecatingly, letting her know he meant her no harm nor offence, sitting back again in his seat.


“Not at all, thank you.” Her voice was polite, nipping any familiarity firmly in the bud, giving him the level stare young ladies gave to gentlemen who were making a nuisance of themselves.


“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude.” He smiled and the smile lit his face, giving it an endearing, boyish quality. He pushed his big hand through his unruly hair so that it fell in even more tumbled disarray on to his forehead and somehow the natural gesture seemed to reassure her, for she relaxed and her mouth did its best to smile back.


“The next stop is Crossclough,” he went on gently. “I am to get off there,” and in his voice was the message that if she did need help he would be only too glad to supply it. His blue eyes had melted from the vivid brilliance of the hot skies of India and Africa where he had journeyed to the gentle serenity of those above his own homeland and the girl sensed he was no threat to her.


“So am I,” she answered in a low voice, once again turning to look fearfully out of the window.


“Really. Then perhaps I can help you with your luggage,” glancing at the rack above her head.


“Thank you, that would be most kind.”


“You are to be met?” he asked politely and was startled by the sudden shadow which darkened her eyes.


“I’m . . . I’m not sure. A letter was sent but. . .” She bent her head, again biting her lips. “I’m not sure.”


“Then perhaps I might. . .”


“Oh no.” She looked up at him hastily, that careful mask of a lady dealing with the unwanted advances of a gentleman settling again over her face. “I have the address. I. . . I shall take a cab and find my own way there.”


“Of course.”


There was silence again apart from the slowing clack and clatter of the train’s wheels and in his corner the young dandy cast furtive glances, fewer now he knew that the young woman was to alight at Crossclough, his own hopes in that direction dashed but reluctant to miss any further exchange.


Jamie stood up with a courteous inclination of his head towards the girl, lifting down his sea bag and several other packages from the rack above him, placing them on the seat he had just vacated. He looked down at her, an expression of smiling enquiry on his face, asking her permission to place her luggage beside his own, noticing the way she shrank away again in alarm as his size became apparent. He had that effect on people, some finding it reassuring, others threatening. It could be a drawback and an advantage, he had found, particularly the latter in his years at sea. Twelve years he had sailed before the mast, enduring great hardship at first, since he had been a lad of only fourteen on the day he set sail. Scrubbing decks, coiling ropes until his hands bled, climbing spars and the dangerous, dizzying heights of rigging to furl and unfurl sails, constantly seasick on a diet of pork, beef and maggoty biscuits. He had been at every man’s beck and call in the first months, evading those wanting only to use his young boy’s body as they might a woman’s until, at the age of sixteen, he had suddenly grown upwards and outwards, fourteen stone of hard muscle, large, powerful, his body toughened by the physical adversity of his life on a sailing ship.


He had often wondered why he had elected to go to sea in the first place, for he had been brought up forty or so miles from its ocean-going call, and he supposed that was why. It was the unknown. It would be exciting, an adventure, a chance to see the world which a boy brought up in the shadow of the Dark Peak would never see. He had been born in Liverpool, his mother had told him, though he remembered none of it, for she and her husband, who was not Jamie’s father, had moved to Crossclough with the family who employed them twenty-five years ago. So, he thought, if he were to call anywhere by that name, Crossclough was his home. He had come back to it to settle, to leave behind the wandering ways of the sailor, to find himself a wife, start a family and, if hard work was the key, to be successful in his new employment.
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