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A scene more unromantic it would be almost impossible to imagine, and
one less lovely equally difficult to discover in all the length and
breadth of smoke-polluted, pit-pierced, factory and foundry dotted
Lancashire.

It was the brow of a coal mine, situated in the very midst of a town of
coal pits, and although it was summer time one might have stood on that
pit's bank and glanced vainly toward every point of the compass for a
sight of green fields, yellowing corn, and cool umbrageous woods.

Yet there were fields and timber to be seen here and there; but the
former were brown and arid, the latter leafless and ugly, affording
neither pleasure to the eye, resting-place for the body, nor shelter
from the sun's fierce rays.

The only things that appeared to flourish in that neighborhood were
cotton factories, iron foundries, and coal mines, and the abundance
of these fully justified one in phrasing Ashford—so was the town
named—'a perfect hive of industry.'

The monuments of Commerce are more numerous if less impressive and
beautiful than those which Art and Science have created. Standing on
the brow of the King Pit, Ashford, one could count, on a clear day,
over a score of huge chimneys, each with its banner of smoke, and
some of them towering heavenward higher than any column ever raised
to warrior or king. And the great coal heaps visible here and there
appeared to be the foundations of new pyramids which, when completed,
would dwarf those the Egyptians raised.

It was between three and four o'clock in the afternoon, and working
operations at the King Pit were at their greatest activity just then.
The mine was one of the deepest in England, it had been sunk over
thirty years, its underground workings were said to be more extensive
than any in the same shire, and it still found employment for over five
hundred hands—men, lads, women, and girls—above ground and below.

The great pulleys suspended on the top of the 'head-gear,' high over
the pit mouth, flew round with great rapidity, and the singular humming
sound they made, like the droning of countless multitudes of bees,
could be heard in the town a good quarter of a mile away.

Quickly one huge cage descended and the other was borne upward loaded
with full 'tubs'—as the small waggons used in the mines are called
in Lancashire—and when the full cage arrived at the surface it
was emptied in a few seconds by the banksman and his co-worker—a
woman—half-a-dozen empty tubs took the place of the full ones, there
was a clear ringing stroke of a bell, the signal from below, and again
the great pulleys were whirling, the huge iron cages speeding in
opposite directions.

The King Pit, Ashford, was noted amongst mining people for the great
number of women employed about the mines there, and a visit to the
place would have disclosed ample evidence of this.

No work that woman or girl could do would be found in the hands of boy
or man. There was a woman helping the banksman at the cages; women and
girls were running full and empty tubs in all directions across the
pit brow, which, like the sides of a modern warship, was covered with
smooth thick plates of iron, over which the small waggons slid easily;
women and girls were busy in the shoots and screens freeing the coal
from dirt and slack.

At the end of the great coal-stack, where coals were stored when trade
was bad, a group of women with only a here and there a man among them,
were busy with spades and riddles filling railway waggons, and each
woman handled her implement of labor as easily and as deftly as a
man. On the other side of the pit brow, where the Leeds and Liverpool
Canal ran, another group of women were filling a boat with coal in the
colliery basin under the guidance of a man.

The ages of these miner women varied greatly. Some of them were over
50 years old, whilst the youngest were just entering their teens.
Some of them were large-limbed and muscular, like their relatives who
worked underground, and a few seemed too slenderly built for such rough
work as they must necessarily undergo. But all of them seemed active
and healthful, with weather-tanned faces; they were frank-eyed and
sure-footed, even graceful.

The work was rough and arduous, but most of the women preferred it to
being cooped up in the stifling cotton factories; and whilst it was
rare to find a woman leaving the pit bank to work in the mills, it was
common enough to witness the contrary. The pay was poor—the girls
received from one shilling to half-a-crown per day, according to their
age and ability—but even in that respect it was not inferior to the
wages to be obtained by them elsewhere.

The miner women were all dressed after the same fashion. Each of them
wore clogs and breeches, and over the latter garment was a petticoat
looped up in front so as not to offer any barrier to rapid movement.
The body garment was usually a short jacket of some printed stuff, or
perhaps the discarded short coat of some male relative. The headdress
was invariably a kerchief of some bright pattern, wound gracefully
round the head and tied so as to fall in a neat fold behind.

Very picturesque and spruce those pit-brow lassies appeared each
Monday morning in summer, for then they came to work in polished clogs
and snowy stockings, which peeped daintily out beneath their short
trousers, showing not infrequently a pair of well-formed ankles. Here
and there might have been seen a form so splendidly developed by
exercise that it would have served as a model for a sculptor, and, much
rarer still, a face that deserved to be called handsome.

The cry against female labor about mines had at this time not grown
strong enough to deserve notice. It was then only talked of in secret
at Miners' Union meetings, and the whole movement against the pit-brow
women had its origin in the worst of motives. No feelings of charity
actuated the men who took up the cry; they had no chivalrous regard for
the weaker sex; it was not because they deemed the labor too arduous or
that it had a tendency to demoralise the worker; it was because they
regarded pit-brow women as rivals in the labor market and wished to
have the whole field to themselves.

It was now 4 o'clock, and batches of miners, who had finished work
for the day, were beginning to come up the King pit. Presently there
ascended with a cageful of others a miner who is to play a prominent
part in this story.

This was Luke Standish, who labored at the mine as a day wage man or
"dataller." He was about six-and-twenty years old, of Titanic mould,
deep-chested, broad-shouldered, and strong-limbed, like some Greek
demi-god of classic story.

His head and face were cast in exact proportion to his form, and their
massive build, though striking, did not impress a beholder so much as
did the singular aspect his face habitually wore. His features were
handsome, in a rugged, rough-hewn fashion, but what struck one most
was the great honest heart, the frank mind, and clear soul so plainly
revealed in the open countenance and straightforward-looking eyes.

Luke Standish was a prominent figure in the limited circle in which he
moved. Common repute said of him that he was a good son, a splendid
workman, a true friend, and an honest Christian, although he seldom
attended church.

His father had been years in the grave, having been burnt to a black
human cinder by an explosion when Luke was only fifteen, leaving a
delicate wife to his only child's care.

And well had Luke Standish discharged the filial obligations his
father's sudden and lamentable fate had entailed upon him. From his
youth up he had worked steadily and lived temperately, never idling
when there was work at the pit, and wasting none of the money he earned.

Luckily for himself Luke became possessed early in his teens of a
passion for reading, and this proved to him a two-fold gain; for not
only did it save him joining in the questionable pastimes of his
fellow-miners—pigeon-flying, dog-racing, wrestling, and so forth—but
it deepened and widened his mind; stirred into activity faculties
that otherwise might have forever remained dormant; roused within
him ambitions, hopes, more noble ideas of life, and gave him purpose
and intellect to effect them; making of him a better workman, truer
citizen, nobler Christian.

This was the man who, coming up the King Pit, Ashford, one June
afternoon, walked out of the cage with his fellow pitmen, heart whole,
his thoughts and dreams up to that moment untouched by thoughts of
love. Five minutes afterwards new prospects had opened out before him,
a fair land of promise was suddenly revealed unto him; and all this
wonderful change was wrought in Luke by a girl's graceful figure and
sweet winsome face.

Walking leisurely across the pit brow, chatting with a workmate, Luke's
attention was suddenly arrested by the sight of a new face—the face
of a young woman who was just then passing with an empty tub. He could
not refrain from coming to a standstill, and glancing after the strange
pit-girl he said—

"Who's that, Dick? Dost know her?"

"Ah dunnot, Luke. Ah ony know us hoo sterted this morning. A bonnie un,
isn't hoo?"

But Luke made no reply to his companion's question. He turned on his
heel without speaking, went with the others to the lamp office, where
they left their lamps, and then returned to the pit brow wondering much
anent the girl whose face had impressed him so greatly.

Lounging about the pit bank, as if he were waiting for somebody or
something, Luke watched the new girl with an intentness that surprised
him afterwards, when he came to think of it and to analyse the motive
that prompted him to scrutinise her so closely.

The feeling uppermost in his mind was one of deep reverent admiration;
and next to that came the conviction that although he felt certain that
he had not seen her before, her face was familiar to him. Unable to
account for the notion, he seated himself on a heap of pit timber and
watched her as she went about her work totally unconscious of the deep
feeling she had stirred in the young pitman's heart.

There was much to be said in excuse of Luke Standish's involuntary
admiration of the new pit-brow girl. Her face and figure would have
attracted attention anywhere. Taller than the ordinary run of women,
and splendidly built, her shapely limbs displayed themselves in every
movement as she went about her work in a quick gliding way pleasant to
witness.

She was dressed no better than the rest of her companions, but the
gulf between her and the others was very plainly marked. Perhaps this
was owing to her face more than anything else. She was dark-haired,
brown-eyed, and her face was oval as a wild bird's egg. Her nose, with
its clearly cut tremulous nostrils, had the slightest possible tendency
towards the aquiline form, but this was insufficient to mar the sweet
grace and tender womanliness of the whole countenance.

In age the girl seemed to be about nineteen or twenty. The work she was
doing was light and cleanly, and in consequence her hands and face were
scarcely soiled. Noting these things, Luke found himself expressing
mentally a wish that the new girl's work might never be harder or
dirtier than that of "number shouting."

Here a word of explanation may be offered as to the vocation in which
the new girl was engaged. Each miner employed in getting coal has a set
of tallies, each set being numbered differently, and he affixes one of
these tallies to every tub of coal he fills, and when the full tubs are
sent up the shaft they are weighed and the number attached to each tub
is cried out by the "number shouter" and set down by the weighman.

Luke watched the new girl for some little time longer. It was a
positive pleasure to him to sit there noticing every movement of the
shapely form, to hear her clear voice intoning the different numbers,
each number falling from her lips clearly articulated and singularly
musical.

Then Luke arose half regretfully from the "props" on which he was
seated and walked slowly across the brow homeward. On his way across he
met a woman he knew intimately, and addressing her he asked—

"Who's that new wench yo'n getten number sheawtin'?"

"They ca' her Kate Leigh, so ah yeard at brekfust-tahme, an' o pratty
wench too hoo is, eh, Luke?"

"Prattiest that ever ah seed in breeches, Meg. Wheer does hoo come
fro'?"

"Ah cawnt tell tha that, lad, bur ah fancy they're strangers ta this
peyrt."

Luke said no more, but went thoughtfully home. Whilst eating his dinner
his thoughts still encircled Kate Leigh, and he continued to wonder
how it was that her face struck him as familiar. Times innumerable he
asked himself during the evening where and when he had seen a face that
resembled hers, but in vain he strove to find answers to his questions.

Whilst Luke lay awake in bed that night a flash of memory revealed to
him the cause of his thinking that Kate Leigh's face was familiar to
him. In a moment he jumped out of bed, lit his candle, and made his way
downstairs softly so as not to disturb his mother.

Placing his candle on the table he went to the small bookshelf fixed
in one corner near the fireplace, and taking therefrom a bundle of old
magazines in yellow paper backs he returned to the light. These old
journals were odd unbound copies of Cassell's Family Magazine, which
Luke had picked up at a second-hand bookstall in the town.

Placing the magazines on the table he selected one from the heap, and
turning to the frontispiece he looked upon a face that might have been
Kate Leigh's very self in portraiture.

The engraving was entitled "The Carol Singers," by Haynes Williams, and
it represented two young girls singing a Christmas carol. The younger
of the two was a school girl just entering her teens; the elder a
perfect type of budding woman-hood. In her dark hair were intertwined
bright holly berries; her eyes and eyebrows were dark also; the nose
was slightly aquiline; every feature the exact counterpart of the
girl's he had seen that afternoon.

Impulsively Luke Standish bent his head and pressed his lips to those
of the elder maiden of the engraving. He kissed the paper as reverently
as if it had been Kate Leigh's own lips he was caressing.

Then he replaced the magazines, returned to bed, and dreamt that he had
become a mine manager and won for a wife sweet-faced Kate Leigh.
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It was Wednesday afternoon when Luke Standish first saw Kate Leigh, and
the week had hardly spent itself before a great change took place in
certain opinions once held by the miner. It had been a settled thing in
Luke's mind that his marriage was never to be thought of until he had
passed his thirtieth year, and now it appeared to him that his marrying
early or late would depend very much upon a certain pit-brow lassie.

Again he had formerly decided that when he did wed it would be no
poor man's daughter; he had resolved to woo and win some woman who
would be able to forward his ambitions by means of monetary aid or
social influence; now he began to think there were women—no, only one
woman—in his own sphere of life that he might do honor to himself by
winning.

In plain English Luke Standish loved Kate Leigh; was ardently desirous
of making known his love to her. He had even resolved to tell her of
his affection, when the right time came; and finally, was willing to
marry her whenever she cared to say "Yes!"

All his affection, resolves, and desires were as yet known only to Luke
Standish's self, for Kate Leigh never dreamt that she had inspired him
with a devoted love for herself; nay, she had never given him a thought
that way, nor had they exchanged a word together, although each of them
had become familiar with the other's face.

On the afternoon following the memorable one on which he first met Kate
Leigh, Luke again hung about the pit bank for some minutes, devouring
the sweet-faced pit lassie with his admiring eyes, glancing at her
with amusing stealthiness, for he was fearful that she or others might
discover the great love that had sprung so suddenly in his heart.

Without suspecting the truth Kate had noticed the big pitman more
than he imagined. Involuntarily she had felt a sort of dispassionate
admiration for the young giant whose face seemed so open and pleasant,
and for whom everyone about the collieries seemed to have a good word
to say.

So things went on for nearly a fortnight. Luke had not yet spoken to
the object of his silent adoration, but he had made many cautious
inquiries regarding Kate Leigh, and had learned something about her.

Kate lived, it appeared, with her mother in a small cottage in the
town; they had been in Ashford about two or three weeks, having come
thither from Pendleton. The mother and daughter lived alone, and the
latter had commenced to attend the Ashford Wesleyan Sunday school.

Luke Standish had contrived to glean these items of information
concerning his beloved one with little trouble from Kate Leigh's
workmates, and without betraying the secret that he cherished in his
inmost soul.

A stranger in the world of love, the young miner had yet to learn that
a bold lover might carry the citadel of a women's heart at the first
vigorous assault, whilst a timid wooer might wear away his life in
peaceful attempts to effect a capitulation.

The veriest tyro in affairs of the heart was Luke. He had never even
flirted with any one of the many pretty girls Ashford contained,
although more than one fair maiden had given him ample encouragement to
woo her. But the fact was that prior to Kate Leigh's appearance on the
scene, the miner's fancy had never "turned to thoughts of love."

He had even been accustomed to smile to himself a trifle contemptuously
when witnessing other young fellows being dragged about at the end of
a girl's apron-strings, and apparently enjoying what he was forced to
consider their enslavement.

Well, his own time had come now, and he was in greater thrall than any
he knew of, and withal so timid a slave of love that he feared to make
declaration of his deep adoration and dearest wishes.

Thus matters stood when an accident—unfortunate if viewed shallowly,
happy if looked at from the highest standpoint—threw the handsome
pit-brow girl and her admirer together.

One afternoon, when Luke came up the pit as usual he missed the
familiar form and face from its accustomed place beside the
weighing-machine. There was a lad in Kate's place shouting out the
numbers, and she was nowhere about.

Before going to the lamp-office with his lamp Lake went to the new
"number shouter," and asked him in an under-tone—

"Isn't Kate workin' to-day?"

"Oh, yah!" the lad answered. "Hoo's workin' in t' screens theer. Sal
Jackson hasn't come to-day, so Kate's in her place."

Feeling rather annoyed by what he had heard, Luke left the brow to
go with his lamp to the office. Kate working in the screens was an
unpleasant thought to turn over in his mind. Laboring there he knew she
would be as black as as African, and it pained him somehow to think of
her sweet face covered thickly with the blackest of coal dust.

Returning from the lamp-office homeward Luke did not cross the pit
brow as was his custom, but went down the waggon road so as to pass
the bottom of the screens, hoping to get a glimpse of Kate and his
anticipation was gratified.

She was standing at the bottom of a screen grimy as he had expected to
find her, but still clearly distinguishable to his keen eyes. Some full
waggons had just been taken away and the lip of the screen had been
drawn up to prevent the down-rush of coal until the empty waggon came
under.

Kate stood on the very edge of the sloping foot-board running up the
side of the screen, poised over the waggon road, her hands grasping the
light iron rake which she used to pull the coal into the waggons, and
her glance was fixed on the empty waggons, which were already running
toward the shoot.

Suddenly a sharp scream broke from Kate Leigh's lips, and it was
followed quickly by a man's hoarse shout of agonised terror. Turning
carelessly on the screen's edge, the girl's foot twisted on a piece
of coal, and the next moment she had fallen in the waggon road, right
across the rail in front of the approaching waggons.

Luke Standish was only a few yards away when she fell, and for a moment
he seemed paralysed with the danger that threatened her. Then he dashed
madly forward, a fearful cry welling from his throat, and, heedless of
all danger to himself, seized Kate, who seemed stunned by the fall, and
placed her out of harm's reach.

The next moment he was lying under the nearest waggon wheel. The buffer
of the first waggon had knocked him down ere he could jump aside, and
he fell across the rail, where the wheel pinned him, his thigh acting
as "a scotch" to the waggon.

Crushed, confused, and helpless, he lay there wondering if his end
had come, and thankful that Kate was saved. The next moment he was
dimly conscious of a dear, grimy face bending over him—a face that it
thrilled him to see in its deep, unspeakable piteousness.

Then he fainted.

The accident had been witnessed by many beside the two who had
participated in it, and willing hands soon hurried to Luke Standish's
aid. In a few moments the empty waggons were pushed back and the
injured man lifted from the ground.

Just as the men were asking each other how Luke was to be conveyed home
Mr. Latham, the general manager, hurried up to the spot. Having learned
what was the matter and how the affair had occurred, he was about to
order the men to carry Luke to the chief office, which was close by,
when the miner recovered consciousness.

Glancing around confusedly Luke was about to attempt to rise, but his
left leg hung stiff and powerless, precluding any movement on his part.

"Do not try to get up, Standish," said Mr. Latham, "if it pains you;
there is a cab at the office and you shall go home in it. Go and bring
the cab here," he said to one of the men standing by.

So the young pitman was taken home, and thither a doctor at once
attended him. The injured leg was not broken; only badly crushed; and
in a few weeks he would be all right again. So Dr. Gregory averred, and
his cheery diagnosis of the case fell gratefully upon his patient's
ears.

Two hours or thereabouts after the accident, when the crushed leg had
been dressed and Luke lay in bed suffering keenly, for the crushed
flesh and sinews were losing their numbness then, he did not regret
the purchasing of Kate Leigh's safety at such an expense of pain to
himself. So great was his love for her, and so unselfish, that the
thought uppermost in his mind now was—

"Did Kate Leigh hurt herself by the fall?"

He was soon to have a satisfactory answer from her own lips on this
point. Shortly before seven of the clock that evening a couple of
visitors called to see Luke. These were none other than Kate Leigh and
her mother, and of course the young fellow was glad to see them.

Mrs. Leigh was a pleasant-looking woman of fifty, better spoken than
the usual run of women of her class, and it was still easy to see
from whom her daughter inherited her good looks. Mrs. Standish was an
amiable creature, if a somewhat plain one, and the two mothers soon
became very friendly.

It was the first time that Luke had seen Kate in the ordinary garb of
womankind, and his first impression of her appearance was altogether
favorable. She had a quiet tastefulness in dress that surprised as well
as pleased him. Nor was this the only pleasurable surprise in store for
him.

Kate Leigh had but little to say to the man who had rescued her from
danger at such peril and injury to himself. But what she did say was
well spoken, in a manner altogether different from what he had expected.

She thanked him warmly enough, but in the fewest possible words, and
the language she used was better English than any he had ever before
heard from a pit-brow lassie's lips. Amongst the other pit girls he had
heard her speak the dialect common to their class, but with her working
garments she had put aside the rude speech also.

This puzzled Luke considerably, and he tried to account for her
manifest superiority to all others of her vocation that had come his
way. In this, however, he was not successful, not having a sufficient
knowledge of her history to enable him to formulate any probable
theory. Some day, when he and Kate become more intimate, she might
supply him with the key to the problem.

The mothers chatted interminably, whilst Luke and Kate found it
difficult to unearth matters for conversation. The visitors stayed
until dusk, and on bidding good-night to Luke, Kate offered her hand
to him. He seized it, pressed it warmly, and fancied he felt a slight
answering pressure.

Then they went away, promising to come again the following evening, and
the miner was left to chew the cud of another surprise. The hand Kate
had given him to press in his great hard fingers was brown and hard,
true enough, still it was small, well-shaped, and cleanly as a lady's
might have been.

According to promise, Kate and her mother came again to the cottage of
the Standish's next evening, and after a while the young people were
left together for a few minutes.

"Do you know, Kate," Luke said presently, following her initiative and
putting aside his work-a-day speech, "that your face seemed familiar to
me the very first time I saw you?"

"Indeed, then I must resemble someone you know," she replied.

"No, it was because I happened to have your likeness," he answered
smilingly.

"That cannot be," she said, smiling also, "for I have never had my
portrait taken."

"Then who's likeness is this?"

As he spoke he took up the old copy of Cassell's Family Magazine
containing the engraving by Haynes Williams, and pointing out the elder
of the carol singers, awaited Kate's reply.

"Am I like her?" she asked, examining the print with critical glance.

"Very much. Don't you think so yourself?" he demanded, and their eyes
met for a moment.

"A little—perhaps," she was forced to admit, dropping her eyes before
his.

"Not a little," he persisted. "It is your very self. There is your hair
and eyes, your month, nose—everything to the very expression of the
whole face. I have often wondered," he went on, "whether the artist
drew this woman from imagination or from real life. In the latter case
there is another Kate Leigh somewhere."

"I fear that the original of this would not be pleased to have her
likeness mistaken for that of a pit-brow woman," she responded with a
pleasant laugh.

"Why not?" he asked.

To this she made no reply, but commenced to turn the leaves of the
magazine.

"You are a reader, I can see," Luke said after some moments of silence.

"A bit of one!"

"What do you take?"

"The London Journal and Bow Bells, and you?"

"I borrow from the Free Library here."

"I daresay you don't read novels?"

"Sometimes I do. I have just finished one of Miss Braddon's—'To the
Bitter End.'"

"Is it nice?"

"Very," he replied. "Would you like to read it?"

"Yes, if you will lend it me."

"Then I'll tell mother to give it you before you go."

When the Leigh's departed Luke Standish lay back on his pillows feeling
strangely happy. He felt that Fate was very kind to him in thus
throwing Kate in his way. His accident would prove an angel in disguise
if it enabled him to win the love of this handsome pit-brow lassie.
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It was between three and four o'clock on a Saturday afternoon in
mid-August, and the heat of the fierce sunrays would have been
intolerable had they not been tempered by a light breeze that had been
blowing since noonday.

Three miles or thereabouts from Ashford lay the pretty village of
Altynnham, and hither had come this Saturday afternoon some three or
four hundred of the Ashford townsfolk to celebrate the annual picnic of
the Wesleyan Sunday-schools.

The spot selected for the picnic was a level piece of pasture land
close by Dingley Wood, a long strip of lovely woodland lying in a deep
valley, from which circumstance it derived its name. A pleasanter place
for such a fête it would have been difficult to find.

The field adjoining the wood presented a bright and animated scene. In
the centre was a brass band playing a lively dance, and many a score of
dancers were keeping, or trying to keep, time with the music. Sturdy
pitmen and their buxom partners, cotton operatives and pleasure-loving
factory wenches, collier lads and weather-tanned pit-brow lassies were
footing it lightly or heavily, but all merrily, over the level sward;
pausing now and again to wipe their perspiring faces, and then off
again at a mad pace.

In one corner of the field a number of youngsters were playing at
cricket; in another a band of youths were chasing the leathern globe;
beside the margin of the wood in the shadow of the trees there gyrated
a huge kissing ring; and within the wood itself swings had been
constructed by tying a few yards of rope to the far-stretching limbs of
the trees.

Taken altogether the scene presented a pleasant picture of innocent
enjoyment, that must perforce have given satisfaction to any
well-balanced mind. Such a simple event as this picnic was a festival
of great importance to those hard toilers, looked forward to maybe for
many days, and they would commence the struggle for existence afresh on
Monday all the better for the afternoon's play in the open air.

In a couple of young people among the dancers the reader has an
interest. These were Luke Standish and Kate Leigh. The former had quite
recovered from his injury, and in a couple of days he was to begin work
again.

The pitman had not gone to the picnic with Kate, but knowing that she
would be there he had made a point of attending it. He had asked her to
try a dance, she had complied, and they were now threading their way as
best they could through the tangled crowd of dancers.

Luke's love for his handsome partner had been growing, so it seemed to
him, everyday since he saved Kate from the waggon wheels, but up to the
present it had found no utterance; this afternoon it was almost certain
to do so.

Many an opportunity of declaring his love had offered itself during the
period of his confinement, but he had refrained from speaking because
he did not desire to take any advantage of Kate. He wanted her to give
him love for love; not to receive his love out of pity's sake, or on
account of any obligation she owed him.

But he had come to the picnic with the definite resolve in his mind to
tell Kate Leigh of the affection she had inspired him with, come what
might of the attempt. And somehow he felt that her answer would be one
to satisfy him.

The dance ended and the dancers came to a standstill. Full of the
resolution he had made Luke suddenly determined to carry it into
effect. Still retaining Kate's arm he said in as indifferent a tone as
he could assume—

"What do you say to a walk in the wood? How cool and pleasant it looks
under the trees."

She nodded assent, and they strolled slowly towards the stile that led
into the woodland. He vaulted lightly over the bar, as happy as he was
agile, and waited for her to descend. Then side by side they went along
downward towards the brook in the shadow of the ripe-leaved timber.

Luke chose a path that followed the brook, winding as the rivulet
itself, which flowed through the wood's deep green heart. It was a
pleasant path with the clear stream gurgling over the many-colored
pebbles, bathed here in sunlight, there in shadow, the deep-tinted
leaves fluttering above them, the cool graceful ferns springing from
out the luxurious grasses, here and there through the trees a glimpse
of amber corn ready for the sickle.

They strolled on for a little space in silence, for Luke was trying
to frame into words the thoughts running riot in his brain. Pausing a
moment beside an elder bush he plucked a bunch of dark ripe fruit and
offered it to Kate.

She took the berries with softly spoken thanks, ate one or two, then
played with the remainder; twisting them between her finger and thumb
in a preoccupied manner. She was half conscious of what was passing
through her companion's mind, and was wondering what reply to make when
he spoke.

Exchanging a word or two now and again they went onward, still
following the babbling streamlet. Now she would stop to pick and eat
the great luscious blackberries that grew so abundantly thereabouts,
whilst he was busy making up a bouquet of autumn flowers—wood sage,
sun spurge, nettle-leaved bellflower and golden rod, with its ebony
clusters backed by two fronds of a lady-fern.

"Flowers to the fair," he said half smilingly, half gravely, as he held
out the bouquet.

"And sweets to the sweet," she cried laughingly, taking the flowers and
giving him a handful of blackberries in exchange.

They had paused beneath a copper beech, and through the flaming leaven
the sunlight fell upon them a stream of fire. She was fastening the
flowers in her breast, seemingly wrapt in her occupation; he was
crushing the ripe berries between his great fingers whilst his love
surged up to his lips.

"I love you, Kate," he burst out suddenly without the least
premonition. "I have loved you ever since I first saw you that day on
the pit brow. You love me a bit, don't you?"

She was silent, though her pale face was flushed a rosy red. She was
biting her lips and her fingers were playing nervously with the bright
clusters of the golden rod.

"Speak, Kate," he cried tremulously. "Don't you love me?"

"I do," fluttered softly from her lips, "but I cannot leave my mother."

He waited to hear no more. Taking her in his arms he pressed her
against his madly-beating heart, and kissed her sweet face as he had
never kissed any woman's face before.

They made a fair picture standing there in the first ecstasy of love's
dream. He was so strong and manly, she so radiantly fair; and the red
light of the copper beech fell around them like a halo—the heart-glow
within them and the sun-glow without seeming to apotheosize both.

"You shall never leave your mother, Kate," he said, when listening to
her entreaties he ceased to kiss her for a space. "Let us sit down and
talk about our future, darling."

They seated themselves on a green shelving bank, with their faces to
the brook, which laughed and smiled as it dashed noisily onward as if
it knew what had just happened. And they prepared to talk of their
future with all seriousness.

"There are only four of us, Kate—your mother and mine and ourselves,
and when we are married we can all live together, eh?"

She shook her pretty head rather gravely. Wiser than he was in such
matters she felt that a pair of mothers-in-law, no matter how amiable
they might be, would be no aid to the happiness of a newly wedded
couple.

"Of course I do not mean us to marry for ever so long yet, darling; not
until I have a home fit to take you to. I shall study harder than ever
now to get a mine-manager's certificate, and who knows what good luck
may come my way? I might drop into a situation as soon as I have passed
my examination."

"You might, Luke," she answered, "and I hope so. You deserve to
succeed—and everybody says you will, too, some day."

He kissed her for her inspiring words of praise, and his honest
face was aglow with perfect happiness and hope. The full measure of
his ambition at that moment was to pass his examination, obtain the
management of a colliery, and make sweet Kate Leigh his wife.

And all his faculties—his immeasurable love, his indomitable will and
quick intelligence—spurred him on towards the consummation of those
hopes. He would win them all. Of this he felt certain. Sooner or later
every hope that now stirred his soul should be realised.

Thus it came to be understood between Luke Standish and Kate Leigh that
they were engaged to each other, and although no definite period was
fixed for their marriage, it was to take place as soon as circumstances
permitted. With matters thus settled they began to converse of smaller
personal affairs.

Luke had numberless questions to put to his sweetheart. He wanted to
know all her history up to the moment he first saw her on the King pit
brow that afternoon about two months ago, and as there was nothing in
her past life that she did not desire him to know she told him her
biography.




Chapter IV.—Retrospective.
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About twenty years before the time our story opened there lived at
Pendleton, near Manchester, a married couple named Jonathan and
Margaret Leigh! These two were then about thirty years of age; they had
been married about ten years, had had several children, none of which,
however, had lived, and, on the whole, had lived their married life not
unhappily—that is when judged by the ordinary life of married folks of
the humbler class of life.

Jonathan Leigh was a native of Pendleton, whilst his wife hailed from
the city of cotton hard by. The man was a coal miner, and prior to his
marriage the pretty woman he had espoused earned her bread as a cotton
spinner in the Ardwick quarter of Manchester, where she was born and
bred.

"Jonty" Leigh, as his chums called him, was neither higher nor lower
in intellect than the ordinary run of pitmen, nor were his aspirations
or pleasures in any appreciable degree better or worse than theirs.
That he was an enthusiastic patron of the noble sports of dog-racing
and Lancashire wrestling passes without saying, and his love for the
sparkling brown ale was inferior to no man's.

Now Jonathan Leigh's wife was considerably above the man she had
married in intelligence, aspiration, as well as solidity of character.
She could read and write, while he was wholly illiterate. She was
temperate, prudent, and earnestly desirous of getting on in the world,
whereas he was intemperate and imprudent—a go-a-day, come-a-day,
God-send-Sunday sort of a fellow. He worked hard, but spent most of his
earnings over and above what was needed for the house-hold expenses.

This was the cause of much dissatisfaction to Margaret Leigh. It
pained her extremely to see her husband working from five o'clock in
the morning until four or five in the afternoon—always tolling hard,
and as a rule regularly, and then when reckoning day came to see him
flinging away the money obtained by the personal expenditure of so much
effort.

Her marriage with Leigh was in no way a mistake save in its results.
She was well acquainted with his character, and prior to their union
had fondly imagined that when they were settled down she could easily
break him of his intemperate habits and make a better man of him.

The old adage which says that "a man is what his wife makes him" is
true in some cases, but in some cases only. Margaret Leigh, prior to
her wifehood, was a fervent believer in the old saw, but after half a
dozen years of married life her faith in it had completely disappeared.

In spite of her expostulations and entreaties Jonathan Leigh went his
own way after his own fashion. He was not a worse husband than his
mates, but he fell far short of the standard of excellence his wife had
expected him to reach. Perhaps both husband and wife were to blame—the
latter for expecting too much, the former for attempting to achieve so
little.

So matters had run, and Margaret Leigh was a greatly disappointed
woman. With her personal attractions she might have made a much better
match—she had had the refusal of a clerk in one of the Manchester
banks—but she loved "Jonty" Leigh, and had married him believing his
reformation possible in her hands.

Thus things stood when Margaret Leigh's wedded life was ten years old
and when her fifth child saw the light. The new-comer was a girl, and
contrary to all her predecessors she was a fine healthy child.

Soon after this event a dispute arose at the Pendleton collieries
between employers and employed, and finally a strike resulted. As there
seemed to be small probability of the dispute ending for many weeks
Jonathan Lee and his household made a move eastward, and the spot
selected was Ashford.

Some of Leigh's mates had gone thither some months before the strike
at Pendleton, and as they reported well of the place he had decided to
follow them and settle down there. He sought employment at the King
pit, got work there, and commenced the next morning.

For some time things went on very much as usual with the Leigh
household. Jonathan was still his old self, working hard, and drinking
deep, with his old happy-go-lucky philosophy of life. The movement
eastward had not worked any reformation in him such as Margaret had
hoped for.

She had jumped readily at the idea of leaving Pendleton for Ashford,
thinking that her husband would be more amenable to her promptings when
divided from most of his old companions. But here again she met with
disappointment. In a fortnight after their coming to the place "Jonty"
Leigh had picked up with a lot of new mates of the same devil-may-care
order as those he had left behind him, and all hope of his reformation
had to be despairingly dismissed from the mind of his disgusted wife.

A few months after they left Pendleton Margaret Leigh encountered a
great surprise. It was the fortnightly pay-day, and as Jonathan was
unable to go for his wages, owing to a severe illness brought on by a
drinking bout, she went for his money.

When her husband's name and number were called out she entered the
pay-office, and the cashier who handed her Jonathan's wages proved to
be none other than George Bamforth, the gentleman who had once been
a clerk in the Manchester District Bank, and who, about twelve years
before, had asked her hand in marriage.

The surprise was mutual. George Bamforth was astounded at meeting his
old love so unexpectedly, and she noted the expression of commiseration
her appearance brought into his eyes. He was deeply pained, she could
see, to perceive that she was badly dressed and ill-looking, in no ways
different from any other collier's wife.

Margaret Leigh returned home not a little disturbed by her chance
meeting with her old wooer, and although she had never given a single
love-thought to the man, she was humiliated before him owing to her
indigent appearance. Unbidden the thought ran through her mind—How
different my life would have been had I married the clerk instead of
the miner.

George Bamforth had never quite got over his early passion for Margaret
Hampton. The offer of marriage he had made to her was not renewed to
any other woman, and he was now a confirmed bachelor of forty. He was
a man of keen sympathies and generous impulses, his disappointment in
love not having soured his heart in the least, and the sight of the
loved one of yore, with whom things seemed to be going hardly, cut him
to the very soul.

That chance meeting in the pay-office, and the feeling it engendered
in George Bamforth's breast, set him to work at once to improve the
condition of Margaret Leigh and her husband, and the first task he set
himself was that of reforming Jonathan.

But in this the cashier was not more successful than the miner's wife
had been. Jonathan did sign teetotal and keep his pledge for a week;
then he relapsed into his old condition, but instead of stopping there
he became worse and worse each week. The miner grew sullen and lazy,
and Mr. Bamforth's persuasive words were received with curses, and the
cashier was told to mind his own business.

Jonathan had learned from his wife that Bamforth was the man who had
proposed to her years ago, and this knowledge had set the miner's heart
aglow with jealous imaginings.

Leigh's jealousy increased to such an extent—fed by the flippant
taunts of his comrades—that he openly accused Bamforth of designs on
Margaret, and swore to kill him if he entered the house again.

When the cashier went away there ensued a furious quarrel between man
and wife. Stung to madness by the suspicion he harbored, he taunted his
wife with infidelity, and vowed to leave her next day and go to America.

Next morning Jonathan got up when the knocker-up called him at
half-past four, donned his pit clothes, took his lamp, and went out.
It was a nasty morning in the depth of winter. A storm of sleet was
roaring outside, and through the bedroom window Margaret watched him go
down the street in the direction of the King Pit.

But she never saw him again; whither he went she had never learned.
When evening came and her husband returned not she made enquiries at
the colliery and was told that he had not been working that day. That
he had kept his passionately uttered vow of the preceding night was
evident, and to disarm her suspicions and so get clear away he had gone
away in his working clothes.

For a fortnight the deserted wife lived on at Ashford, hoping and
praying for the return of her misguided husband; but never a word
concerning him reached her, and when a fortnight had passed waiting in
vain for that which came not Margaret Leigh prepared herself for the
struggle for existence.

Then all the nobility of this woman's character showed itself. The
shame of being deserted was too keenly felt by her to make her
remaining at Ashford possible. Save Mr. Bamforth she had no friends to
whom she could turn, and the cause of her husband's flight debarred her
from accepting the slightest help at his hands.

Her only relative, a brother, had gone to try his fortune in Australia
before she was married, and she had since heard nothing of him. She was
inclined to think him dead—struck down probably in some remote quarter
of the great southern continent.

Hearing that cotton spinners were required for a mill just then erected
at Orrelham, a large village situated between Bolton and Wigan, she
went there immediately, was fortunate enough to find employment, and
in the village she obtained lodgings for herself and child, now a fine
girl of three years.

Ten years slipped away, and the wife and child Jonathan Leigh had
deserted still resided at Orrelham. Mrs. Leigh had ceased to work in
the cotton mill. A year ago the only company of cotton spinners in the
place failed and the mills were closed.

When this happened Margaret cast about for other work. She did not wish
to quit the place, and having an excellent character and some friends
she obtained odd jobs, such as charing, at the houses of the gentry
round Orrelham.

Her daughter Kate was now thirteen, a tall slip of a girl whose face
showed then no trace of the great beauty it attained half a dozen
years later. The lass was working on the brow of an adjacent colliery,
and she had taken up that kind of work because none other was to be
obtained since the cotton mill closed.

It was with considerable misgivings that Mrs. Leigh allowed Kate to
commence working about the mines, but as her own earnings were not
sufficient to maintain them she submitted to the inevitable. Besides,
the girl began to work as a pit-brow hand on the understanding that if
she did not like the work they would both leave Orrelham and go to some
town where employment in the cotton mills could be obtained.

The first morning that Kate Leigh donned the garb of a miner lassie was
of course a time of trial to the young girl. Of a quiet retiring nature
it required not a little courage on her part to make her appearance in
trousers before a number of strangers composed of both sexes.

But Kate was both a good girl and a brave one. She understood to
some extent the trials her mother had faced and overcome, and being
earnestly desirous of decreasing her parent's burden as far possible,
stuck to the work on the pit bank.

After the first day or two the feeling of strangeness passed away, and
being acquainted with many of the other girls she soon grew to like the
work. It was summer time then, and the uglier aspects of pit-brow-life
did not present themselves. Working under a genial sun and soft blue
skies is an altogether different matter from toiling amidst storms of
wind and snow, torrents of rain and sleet, to all of which the pit-brow
hands are often subjected through the callousness or indifference of
their employers.

At an old dame's school In Orrelham village Kate managed to pick up a
smattering of the three "R's" and this knowledge her mother had done
much to increase by sedulously fostering in her daughter a love for
reading. Mrs. Leigh was herself a great reader of cheap romances, and
from her mother Kate probably inherited her literary taste. She had
been accustomed to perusing the old penny journals Mrs. Leigh had
bought, read, and afterwards put by, and when she began to work on the
pit-brow, with the first week's "spending money" she bought the first
two numbers of a periodical she had seen in the village stationer's
window.

Thus at thirteen Kate Leigh became one of that great "Unknown Public"
whose existence once puzzled Wilkie Collins so much; and regularly for
years did she continue to purchase her favorite "Penny Novel Journal."

This taste for cheap literature in no way militated against any virtues
Kate possessed; it rather fostered their growth and ennobled the girl's
ideas of life. Living as she did in a dull country village, she would
have grown up thick-witted as a clod had not the romances she devoured
shown her glimpses—often caricatures it is true—of the great world
that struggled, surged, seethed, and breathed around her.

What if the heroes of her cheap stories were invariably models of
manly beauty—the heroines paragons of virtue and loveliness—the one
performing impossible feats of valor and intellect, the other enduring
intolerable wrongs and suffering for Right's sake?

What if the characters of the stories were too often the clumsiest of
lay figures, woefully overdrawn, and inevitably surcharged with every
passion, human and divine? In the end the virtuous reigned triumphant
and the wicked were consigned to a righteous perdition. To her
uncritical eye the blemishes of the stories were not discernible; she
was only able to see in them that which was good and inspiriting.

So the years rolled by and Kate Leigh grew up to womanhood, living,
as it seemed to her, two lives—one the hard practical life of the
pit-brow girl, the other a dream of romance passed in the companionship
of her heroes and her heroines.

As she approached the end of her teens Kate developed into a strikingly
beautiful woman, though hers was not the beauty met with commonly in
women of her class—a bold sort of masculine handsomeness—but a sweet,
unostentatious kind rarely found in village maidens.

Lovers she had in dozens in Orrelham, but none of them had in her a
lover. Her reading of romance had steeled her heart against all wooers
such as the village could furnish, and poor pit-girl though she was she
was dreaming her dreams and building her air-castles. As yet she had to
meet the young fellow who could compare favorably with her ideal.

That Kate was conscious of her loveliness need not be recorded, nor
need it be written that she was proud of it. As yet it had proved a
source of pure satisfaction to her; presently she was to learn that its
possession had its own dangers.

At the colliery where she worked the agent was a man named Robert
Gregson. He was a middle-aged man, married, with a large family, but
these things did not prevent him from forming designs upon Kate Leigh.
Her loveliness had excited his lascivious nature, and her modesty only
inflamed his desire.

He set about his designs in a snake-like fashion. Kate was removed from
the pit-brow and instituted "office-cleaner." The change was at first
agreeable to her in every way. The work was cleanly, easy, and the pay
better than she had formerly received.

In the suite of offices attached to the colliery Kate, of course, often
encountered Mr. Gregson, and he soon informed her that the change in
her work and wages was due to the kindly feeling he entertained for one
who was so much above ordinary pit-brow girls. Suspecting nothing she
thanked him warmly for what he had done.

Some time after this the agent unmasked himself and his attentions. He
waited one evening—it was winter time—in the lane along which Kate
journeyed homeward, and made such proposals to the girl as to send her
flying home almost heartbroken.

Neither to her mother nor to anyone else did Kate breathe a syllable of
what had happened; she was too utterly ashamed of the position in which
the insult had placed her. She went to work next day as usual, and for
some time the agent ceased to persecute her.

But the man's evil intention had not been given up; it was only laid
aside for a time. One day when Kate was cleaning Mr. Gregson's private
room he entered hurriedly and closing the door behind him confronted
the astonished girl, who, after gazing on him a moment continued her
occupation of sweeping the floor.

Kate's silence regarding the fellow's previous insult perhaps incited
him to offer her another, thinking it would pass unpunished also.
Anyhow, without a word he strode across the uncarpeted floor, caught
her in his arms before she could spring away, and in a moment he had
kissed her twice on the lips.

Then he loosed his hold on her, stepped backward a pace, and stood
there smiling. Almost choking with indignation and shame, Kate stood
there clasping the long-handled brush as if she were petrified, though
her face was the color of fire, whilst her great brown eyes shot forth
lightning flashes at the craven who had dared again to insult her.

Then a wave of passionate craving for revenge surged through the girl's
breast; she swung round the implement in her hands with fierce purpose
and sure aim, and the next moment Robert Gregson went crashing to the
floor, a loud cry welling from his lips.

The heavy head of the brush had caught the agent full upon the temple,
and as he went down before the sweeping stroke his head came in contact
with a table edge, inflicting a nasty scalp wound from which the blood
gashed out.

There was a rush of feet and half a dozen clerks ran into the room,
brought thither by the agent's shout and the noise of his fall. Each
of them assailed Kate with questions on seeing her standing there,
white-faced now and vengeful-eyed, with the stunned man at her feet.

"He Insulted me!—kissed me!—and I knocked him down!" she burst forth.

Then she walked from the place, got her basket and can from another
room, and went home. She told her mother all that had taken place,
telling her also of the agent's previous insult.

The affair created quite a stir in Orrelham, setting every gossip's
tongue awag in the place. The agent denied Kate's version of the
matter, but despite the advice of his friends he did not take out
against her a summons for assault and battery.
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