

  

    

      

    

  




  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  It was not until 1842 that the first report by the Children’s Employment Commission awoke the conscience of the country. The descriptions of the conditions in the British coalmines described in this novel are all taken from that report.




  Safety devices were slow in being introduced. The John Buddles Air Pump in 1807 was the first, the Davy lamp in 1816, then John Martin’s Air Lock and Fan, which was not in use until 1835.




  What struck the moral minded Victorians, even more than the ever-present danger of explosions, was that girls and boys were employed together. Naked to the waist with chains between their legs, the future mothers of Englishmen crawled on all fours down tunnels under the earth drawing gigantic burdens.




  Women by the age of thirty were often old and infirm cripples, worn out by the harsh conditions as well as the exhausting regime of bringing up large families on very low incomes. Such labour was often accompanied by debauchery and terrible cruelty.




  When, a month after the report, Lord Ashley introduced a Bill to exclude all women and girls from the pits, as well as boys under thirteen, he was acclaimed a national hero.




  CHAPTER ONE


  1816




  The Dowager Marchioness of Havingham picked up a glass of Madeira wine as she said,




  “The doctors have forbidden me to touch alcohol, but I must celebrate your arrival, dearest.”




  “Have they done you any good, Mama?”




  The Marquis, as he asked the question, had a note of anxiety in his voice that did not escape his mother’s ear.




  She was used to the lazy, languid tones fashionable amongst the Bucks and Dandies who surrounded the Prince Regent.




  She disliked, although she was far too wise to say so, the manner they had of drawling their words and looking at the world from under drooping, supercilious eyelids.




  “I think the water – nasty as it is – has helped to relieve the pain,” she replied, “but I find Harrogate very dull and quite frankly, I am longing to return home.”




  “Then I have brought you a very good excuse to leave,” the Marquis said.




  As his mother looked up at him enquiringly, he rose from the chair on which he had been sitting to stand with his back to the fireplace.




  The suite in which the Dowager Marchioness was ensconced in the best and most expensive hotel in Harrogate was quite pleasant, and the Marquis noted that she had brought to the somewhat austere furnishings of the sitting room many touches that were peculiarly her own.




  There was both a portrait in oils and a miniature of himself arranged on one of the side-tables and there were many vases of hothouse flowers – he could never imagine his mother without them.




  There were soft cushions which decorated the sombre damask chairs, and most important of all there were her two little King Charles spaniels, who had greeted him effusively on his arrival.




  “You are quite cosy here,” he said, as if it suddenly struck him that even a hotel could have some points to it.




  “Quite,” the Dowager Marchioness replied briefly. “Now Gallen, what have you come to tell me for I am quite certain, my dearest, you have not made this long journey just to see if I am comfortable.”




  As she spoke, the Dowager’s eyes rested on her son admiringly.




  There was no one, she thought, who could look so handsome, and, while being so exquisitely dressed could yet remain overwhelmingly masculine.




  The Marquis’s clothes fitted his broad shoulders and accentuated his narrow hips, but in fact, since he was so athletic, he was the despair of his tailors.




  It was not fashionable to have strong, rippling muscles under the superfine whipcord coats.




  But the Marquis was noted as an exceptionally fine pugilist in ‘Gentleman Jackson’s Rooms’ in Bond Street, just as with the rapier he found it hard to find anyone good enough to give him a match.




  Combined with this he was the outstanding Corinthian among his contemporaries, and the younger Bucks and Blades envied him his expertise with his horses and strove ineffectually to emulate the manner in which he tied his cravats.




  And if to the world, or rather the Beau Monde, the Marquis appeared indifferent, cynical and autocratic, his mother knew that where she was concerned he could be considerate, kind and occasionally surprisingly affectionate.




  She knew therefore that he spoke the truth when he said,




  “If I thought you really desired my company, Mama, I would come to Harrogate or anywhere else to please you.”




  “You know I would not impose on you to such an extent,” the Dowager Marchioness replied fondly. “But tell me why you have come.”




  There was a little pause before the Marquis declared, drawling his words,




  “I have decided to get married.”




  “Gallen!”




  The word was a startled exclamation and now the Dowager Marchioness quickly put down her glass of Madeira in case she should spill it.




  She clasped her hands together and, raising her eyes to her son’s face, she asked,




  “Do you really mean it? After all these years, you have met someone you really wish to make your wife?”




  “I have decided to marry, Mama, because, as you well know, I must have an heir,” the Marquis replied. “I also require a wife who is well-bred and will not bore me to distraction.”




  “Whom have you chosen?”




  “I have offered for Lady Beryl Fern,” the Marquis answered, “and as I did not wish you to read of the engagement without warning in The Gazette, I ordered both Beryl and her father not to breathe a word of our intentions until you had been informed.”




  “Lady Beryl Fern,” the Dowager Marchioness said slowly. “But of course I have heard of her.”




  “She is undoubtedly the most beautiful girl in England,” the Marquis explained. “She has been acclaimed since she first burst upon the Social World. The Prince himself christened her ‘The Incomparable’ before the experts in the Clubs of St. James’s got round to doing so.”




  There was an undeniably mocking note in the Marquis’s voice and his mother looked at him sharply before she said,




  “What is she like, Gallen?”




  Again there was a little pause before the Marquis replied,




  “She enjoys gaiety, as I do, and is the life and soul of every party she attends. She will certainly embellish the Reception Rooms at Havingham House and The Castle, besides doing full justice to that Aladdin’s Cave of jewels that you so seldom wear.”




  “That is not what I asked you, dearest,” the Dowager Marchioness said in a low voice.




  The Marquis walked with the grace that was peculiarly his own from the hearthrug to the window to stand with his back to her looking out at the trees, which so far North were only just showing the green buds of spring.




  “What else do you want to know, Mama?” he asked after a moment.




  “You know full well what I want to hear,” his mother replied. “Are you in love?”




  There was silence until the Marquis replied,




  “I am thirty-three, Mama, and I am past the pulsating emotions of a lovesick boy.”




  “Then you are only marrying to beget an heir.”




  He could hardly hear the words – and yet they had been said.




  “I can think of no better reason for taking on a wife,” the Marquis said almost defiantly.




  “But I would wish you to fall in love.”




  “As I have already said, I am too old for such nonsense.”




  “It is not nonsense, Gallen. Your father and I were divinely happy together, and I have prayed that you too would know the happiness we found in each other for so many years before he was taken from me.”




  “They don’t make girls like you today, Mama.”




  The Dowager Marchioness sighed.




  “Your father told me that the first moment he saw me at the High Sheriff’s garden party, of all unlikely places. He thought I was enveloped by a white light.”




  “Papa told me about that, too,” the Marquis interposed.




  “I did not notice him until he was introduced,” his mother went on, her voice very soft as she looked back into the past, “but when he touched my hand something very strange happened.”




  Her words seemed to vibrate as she added,




  “I fell in love at that instant! I knew he was the man of my dreams, the man I had always believed was somewhere in the world, if I could only find him.”




  “You were very lucky, Mama.”




  “It was not luck,” the Dowager Marchioness contradicted, “it was fate. Although your father’s parents were trying to arrange an alliance for him with the Duke of Newcastle’s daughter, we knew that nothing mattered except that we should be together for the rest of our lives.”




  The Marquis moved a little restlessly.




  He had heard all this before and it always disturbed him when his mother spoke of his father.




  They had loved each other so deeply, so overwhelmingly, that he thought, looking back on his childhood, that everything had been tinged with the aura of their happiness.




  Their only sorrow had been that they only had one child – himself – and because he loved his mother he tried to look after her and protect her after his father died.




  She did not have to tell him what being in love as his parents had been could mean – he had seen it with his own eyes. But he knew quite positively that it would never happen to him.




  Aloud he said,




  “Times have changed, Mama, and love, except where the Prince Regent is concerned, has ceased to be fashionable.”




  “Love! You cannot speak of his Royal Highness and love in the same breath,” the Dowager Marchioness said scornfully. “Look at the way he has treated poor Mrs. Fitzherbert – and I have always been convinced that they were really married. As for that stupid, flirtatious Lady Hereford – I cannot bear the woman!”




  The Marquis laughed.




  “He sets the example for all of us, Mama, so you can hardly expect me to find idyllic love at Carlton House.”




  “And so you have decided quite cold-bloodedly to marry Lady Beryl?”




  “We shall deal well enough together, Mama,” the Marquis replied. “We talk the same language, we have the same friends and, if after we have been married a little while, we each go our own ways it will be done with circumspection. There will be no scandal and any differences between us will be settled amicably.”




  The Dowager Marchioness did not speak.




  There was an expression in her eyes of such unhappiness that her son crossed to her side and took one of her hands in his.




  “You are not to worry about me, Mama,” he said. “It is everything that I wish and there is no reason why Beryl and I should not produce half-a-dozen robust grandchildren, which I know would give you pleasure.”




  The Dowager Marchioness’s thin blue-veined hand, with several of its knuckles inflamed with arthritis, rested in her son’s warm one.




  “Your father and I always wanted the best for you, Gallen, but this, as you must be honest enough to admit, is second best.”




  “You are still judging my life by yours, Mama,” the Marquis said. “I am content and one cannot ask for more.”




  “I can and I do,” his mother replied.




  Her fingers tightened on his.




  “You are not still – thinking of that – girl who treated you so – badly?’




  Her voice sounded hesitant as if she was afraid of offending him, but the Marquis laughed quite unaffectedly.




  “No, indeed, Mama. I am not such a ninny as to carry wounds of that sort. I was only a beardless youth at the time, and one’s first love-affair is always overemotional.”




  He released his mother’s hand and walking back to the mantelpiece to stare down at the flames leaping high over the logs he did not see the expression on his mother’s face, or realise that she did not believe him and her eyes were suddenly full of tears.




  It had all happened, as the Marquis had said, a long time ago. He had been twenty-one at the time.




  The girl with whom he had fallen in love had been very beautiful and very spoilt. He had adored her in an idealistic manner, which she was incapable of understanding.




  His mother knew that he had laid his heart and soul at her feet, but she had stamped on them and married a Duke because he had a higher title and at the time a great deal more money.




  The Dowager Marchioness thought she would never forget the expression on her son’s face when he had come home.




  He had not spoken of what happened for that would have been impossible for him, but he had wanted to hide himself away so that the world would not know how deeply he had been wounded.




  From that moment, she thought, he had changed from a happy laughing carefree boy into a man who grew more cynical and more easily bored year by year.




  It was only when he was with his Regiment that he had shown the enthusiasm that made her happy for him, even though she was beset with anxiety that he might fall a victim to the might of Napoleon’s armies.




  It had been an inexpressible relief when, on his father’s death, the Marquis had bought himself out of the Regiment and come home to administer his estates and to look after her.




  At the same time she knew the boy she had adored for twenty-one years had gone forever.




  There had been women in his life, dozens of them. Some she had met, but some lived in a world which she could never enter. But her love for him told her they meant nothing to him and if they suffered a broken heart his was never involved.




  Ever since then she had hated the girl who had hurt him. But she thought now that she hated her even more than before, for it was her fault that Gallen, her beloved son, was making a marriage of convenience rather than one of love. But the Dowager Marchioness was wise enough to know it was quite useless to say these things aloud.




  “When do you plan to be married, my dearest?” she asked.




  “Before the end of the Season,” the Marquis replied. “The Prince will undoubtedly offer to have the Reception at Carlton House, since the number of people who will expect to be invited certainly could not squeeze into the Earl of Fernleigh’s town house in Curzon Street.”




  “Tell me about the Earl,” the Dowager Marchioness said with an effort. “I remember him as being rather a good looking man, which of course would account for his daughter’s beauty.”




  “He is quite pleasant,” the Marquis answered cautiously. “He prefers the country to London, but his wife’s life is entirely bound up in balls, receptions, assemblies and routs.”




  There was a twist to his lips as he said,




  “She was determined that her daughter should be the talk of the town and she has certainly succeeded.”




  The Dowager Marchioness remembered the Countess of Fernleigh and recalled that she was a woman with whom she had nothing in common.




  “I will of course call on the Countess on my return South,” she said, “but I thought I would go home and not to London.”




  ‘Home’ was a very attractive Dower House in the grounds of the Marquis’s huge estate in Huntingdonshire.




  The Marquis knew that his mother, now that she suffered so acutely from arthritis, disliked having to be in London and was much happier in the country with her dogs and her garden.




  “There will be no need for you to come to London before the wedding,” he said. “I will invite the Earl, and of course Beryl, to The Castle as soon as you are ready to see them.”




  He smiled as he added,




  “I dare say there will be time before the wedding although doubtless Beryl will be continuously engaged in buying her trousseau.”




  “And you, dearest?” his mother enquired.




  “The Prince likes me to be in regular attendance on him,” the Marquis replied. “I have come to the more or less amicable arrangement that I escort him to races and other amusements in the daytime, but I am relieved of attending most of the overcrowded and certainly overheated parties that His Royal Highness enjoys in the evening.”




  “What do you do instead?” the Dowager Marchioness asked.




  “That is a very indiscreet question, Mama,” the Marquis replied, his eyes twinkling.




  His mother gave a little laugh.




  “I am not asking what you did in the past. I am well aware of your reputation as a ladykiller. But what will you do now? I am sure Lady Beryl will wish you to escort her to what you call the ‘overcrowded and over-heated’ crushes.”




  “The penalties of an engaged man!” the Marquis said lightly. “But I assure you, Mama, that I find a green baize table is more enticing than a polished floor, and I have no intention of staying up until dawn every night whether Beryl or the Prince commands me to do so.”




  The Dowager Marchioness smiled.




  “I know by that you must have some new horses you are breaking in and wish to ride very early each morning.”




  “A dozen magnificent thoroughbreds. I am looking forward to showing them to you.”




  “And I shall be looking forward to seeing them,” the Dowager Marchioness replied.




  One of the great benefits that peace with France had brought to those who loved fine horseflesh was that horses could now be brought into England again.




  The Marquis had sent to Syria for some Arab mares that had arrived only the previous month.




  When he spoke of his horses, his mother thought, there was a note in his voice that was very different from the way in which he spoke of his future bride.




  In February, before she had come to Harrogate, several Hungarian horses had been brought to The Castle, and to her delight she had caught an echo of the child who had run eagerly to draw her by the hand down to the stables when he had a new pony.




  “Is Lady Beryl a good rider?” she asked now.




  “She looks well on a horse,” the Marquis answered, “and of course she will hunt with my own pack. That reminds me, I must do up the Hunting Lodge in Leicestershire.”




  He smiled somewhat mockingly as he added,




  “The bachelor parties I have given there have not improved the condition of the furnishings and I suspect that any woman would find it distressingly masculine.”




  “Your father and I had some very happy times there,” the Dowager Marchioness said wistfully.




  “As you had everywhere,” the Marquis answered. “And now, Mama, stop comparing me with Papa and yourself with Beryl.”




  He moved to take her hands once again into his as he said,




  “You know without me telling you there will never be another woman as sweet or as beautiful as you! So it is no use complaining if I have to accept second best.”




  “All I want, dearest, is your happiness,” the Dowager Marchioness murmured.




  “I have already told you I am content,” the Marquis replied.




  His mother thought as he spoke that there was a distinctly cynical note in his voice.




  *




  Some miles away from the fashionable Harrogate resort with its Spa, its expensive hotels and its aristocratic visitors, but still in Yorkshire, was the village of Barrowfield.




  Near Leeds, it was a village of poorly built, dilapidated and dismal houses that always seemed to be covered with a fine veil of coal-dust.




  Outside the village and built on a hill rising above it was an ugly grey stone Church and beside it an equally ugly and unnecessarily large Vicarage.




  In the kitchen with its unwieldy, out-of-date stove and flagged floor, a servant with grey hair and the neat appearance of a children’s nurse was trying to instruct a thin, rather vacant-looking girl how to baste a leg of mutton.




  “Try to understand what I am saying, Ellen,” the older woman said sharply. “I’ve told you six times already to keep spooning the gravy over the meat, but you don’t seem to understand me.”




  “Oi’m doing what ya tells me,” the girl replied in a broad Yorkshire accent.




  “That’s a matter of opinion,” the older woman snapped.




  Then she turned her head as the kitchen door opened and a young voice cried,




  “Abby! Abby!”




  Abigail, for that was the woman’s full name, turned from the stove to look at the girl coming into the kitchen.




  With her fair hair and blue eyes she could have been described as being typically English in appearance if it had not been for the almost arresting loveliness of her face.




  Her eyes seemed almost too big for the oval of it, and, although they were blue, they were the deep blue of a Southern sea rather than a spring sky.




  People who looked closely at Torilla noticed the sweetness of her mouth, the lips softly curved and the faint smile that seemed to lift the corners almost like sunshine peeping through the leaves of a tree.




  “What is it, Miss Torilla?” Abby enquired.




  “A letter, Abby! A letter from Lady Beryl and – would you believe it? She is engaged to be married!”




  “And about time,” Abby said with the familiarity of an old servant. “Her Ladyship must be getting on for twenty-one and with all her success in London I expected her to be married long before this.”




  “Well, she is engaged now,” Torilla said, “and guess what Abby? She begs me to go and stay with her!”




  She looked down at the letter and read aloud –




  “You must be my Bridesmaid, Torilla. I intend to have only one so as not to provide myself with unnecessary competition.”




  Torilla stopped reading with a laugh,




  “As if there could be any competition where Beryl is concerned!”




  Abby did not answer and she went on reading,




  “You must come to me immediately you get this letter. Do not delay. There are so many things with which I wish you to help me – my clothes, the planning of my marriage, and of course there will be dozens of parties at which people will wish to meet my fiancé.”




  “And who’s Her Ladyship’s intended?” Abby enquired.




  Torilla looked again at the letter and turned the pages.




  “You will hardly believe this, Abby,” she answered, “but she does not say his name!”




  She gave a little laugh.




  “Is that not just like Beryl? She always forgets something important. I can see I shall have my hands full looking after her, that is if Papa – will let me go.”




  Her voice dropped on the last words and there was an expression of doubt in her big eyes.




  “Of course you must go, Miss Torilla,” Abby said firmly, “though goodness knows what you will have to wear.”




  “We need not worry about that,” Torilla replied. “Beryl’s clothes fit me and she has always been generous enough to let me wear anything I required, even her riding habits.”




  There was suddenly a wistful expression on her face before she said,




  “Oh, Abby, do you think I shall be allowed to ride Uncle Hector’s horses? It would be so wonderful to be on the back of a fine piece of horseflesh once again.”




  “I’m sure your uncle will be only too pleased to supply you with a mount, just as he did when you were a child.”




  “I think horses are what I have missed here more than anything else,” Torilla said.




  “There’s a good many things I’ve missed,” Abby retorted, “and you’ve missed as well, Miss Torilla, if you’re honest.”




  As she spoke, Abby started to take off the brown Holland apron she had put on for cooking, over the spotless white one she wore with her grey dress.




  “I’m going to start packing for you right this minute,” she said.




  “No, Abby, wait, wait!” Torilla cried. “I must ask Papa first. He may not wish me to go – home.”




  She said the word tentatively, then added almost apologetically,




  “I always think of Fernford as – home – as it was for seventeen years until Mama – died.”




  “That’s right, Miss Torilla. It is home!” Abby said firmly. “It’s where you belong. We should never have come to this dirty place, and that’s the truth!”




  Torilla smiled.




  She had heard Abby say this not once but a thousand times.




  “You know what it means to Papa,” she said softly.




  As she spoke, she heard the sound of the front door closing.




  “There he is!” she exclaimed. “Hurry with the luncheon, Abby, or you know as well as I do that he will rush out again without having anything to eat. I will go and talk to him.”




  Before she finished the last words, she turned and sped from the kitchen along the narrow gloomy passage that led into the somewhat pretentious hall.




  Standing just inside the front door was the Reverend Augustus Clifford, Vicar of Barrowfield.




  He was a handsome man who looked older than his years.




  His hair was almost completely grey, his too thin face deeply lined and he had the appearance of a man who drove himself beyond his strength.




  As he put his clergyman’s hat down on the chair, he was looking worried, but as he saw Torilla coming towards him he smiled.




  “You see I am back, Torilla!” he said, “and on time as you told me to be.”




  “That was good of you, Papa, and luncheon is ready,” Torilla answered. “I could not have borne it if you had ruined the very nice leg of mutton that Farmer Shipton kindly gave us.”




  “Yes, of course, I had not forgotten,” the Vicar said, “and if it is large enough perhaps we could share – ”




  “No, Papa!” Torilla cut in firmly. “There is not enough to share with anyone, but come into the dining room for I have something to tell you.”




  The Vicar obeyed her and together they walked into the small dark room, which, unlike the drawing room, looked out at the front of the house and therefore faced North.




  There were a few pieces of good furniture they had brought with them from the South, but the curtains were of cheap material although Abby and Torilla had done their best to copy one of the draped pelmets they had seen at Fernleigh Hall.




  But no matter what efforts they made the contrast was sharp from the lovely home Torilla had grown up in. It was difficult, Torilla often thought, no matter how kind or generous her Uncle Hector had been, to be a member of the poorer side of the family.




  The Countess of Fernleigh’s younger sister Elizabeth had married Augustus Clifford when he was a curate at St. George’s Hanover Square in London.




  The Earl of Fernleigh, to oblige his wife, had appointed him Vicar of the small parish of Fernford on his estate in Hertfordshire, and Torilla and Beryl had grown up together.




  For the first cousins it had been a very happy arrangement, and although Beryl was two years older than Torilla the difference in their ages had not been obvious.




  Torilla was in fact far cleverer than her wealthier cousin, and it had not been so much a case of her trying to keep up with the older girl as of Beryl lagging behind when it came to lessons.




  The Countess of Fernleigh preferred to spend most of the year in London and therefore Beryl spent more time with her aunt than she did with her mother.




  She had loved Mrs. Clifford and, when she died unexpectedly one cold winter, Beryl had been almost as grief-stricken as Torilla.




  Losing her mother had completely changed Torilla’s whole way of life.




  The Reverend Augustus had decided that the only possible thing for him to do was to leave the house where he had been so happy with his wife.




  He no longer wished to work in the quiet country village where there was little for him to do. Instead, he had applied to be sent to one of the most desolate and poverty-stricken areas in the North of England, and within two months of his wife’s death he had been appointed to Barrowfield.
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