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BOOK 1



1864





CHAPTER 1



SLOWLY, THE huge bulk of the SS Great Britain was eased towards Liverpool’s Prince’s Dock by two fussy, hard-working tugs, their paddles churning the dark waters of the river Mersey to a muddy froth.


Clustered about the giant three-masted vessel were small boats of every conceivable type and size, filled with awed sightseers and excited relatives of those on board. They had met the Great Britain at the mouth of the river, some anxious to catch a first glimpse of long-absent loved ones, others to marvel at the 322–foot length of the ship that had been launched as the largest vessel afloat.


As the strip of dirty water between ship and jetty was squeezed to nothingness and stout ropes began to stitch ship to shore, the wind toyed with a hundred delicate handkerchiefs held aloft in greeting.


Among the passengers crowding the rail were a man and woman who knew no one on the quayside, yet every excited glance from the shore rested upon them before moving on. Both had the deep tan common to those who have spent many years outdoors in the fierce African sun. He stood tall, with an impression of fitness, head and shoulders squared to blue skies and far horizons, unbowed by winter rains and chill winds.


Josh and Miriam Retallick viewed the scene on shore with a confused mixture of emotions. Joy, certainly, but sadness too, together with anticipation and apprehension.


‘You’re hurting my shoulder!’


The surprised complaint came from the small girl standing in front of Josh and upon whose thin shoulders his hands had tightened unconsciously.


‘I’m sorry, Anne,’ Josh apologised immediately.


‘I didn’t mind Miriam’s hands squeezing me.’ Nell Gilmore gave her six-year-old sister a scornful look that contained all the superiority a sister senior by two years could muster.


‘Having two young girls with us isn’t how I imagined our homecoming would be.’ Josh spoke quietly so the girls would not hear, but Nell and Anne were too busy cheering along with three hundred fellow-passengers as the steel stern of the Great Britain bumped against the quayside.


‘It’s more than either of us could possibly have hoped for eighteen years ago …’


Looking past the waiting quayside crowd, Miriam saw the acres of dockland that were the pride of Liverpool…. The thought made her smile. Pride of Liverpool had been the name of the ship taking them from England and home all those years before.


They had not been first-class passengers on that occasion. Josh had been a prisoner under sentence of transportation to Australia, convicted of a treasonable conspiracy. Miriam had taken passage on the same ship with Daniel, their three-year-old son, with little expectation of ever seeing England again.


When the Pride of Liverpool foundered on the Skeleton Coast of South West Africa, Josh and Miriam were cast ashore in a land beyond the jurisdiction of Great Britain. Here, Josh had built a new life for his family and they prospered.


Eighteen years …. She and Josh had been only twenty-two then. Almost the same age as Daniel was now. If only Daniel was returning with them now Miriam’s happiness would be complete. But Daniel had established a profitable trade-route that extended across half the breadth of Africa. He would one day be a very wealthy man indeed.


‘Look, there’s a band!’ Nell’s excited cry broke into Miriam’s thoughts. As the two young girls chattered excitedly at the scene in front of them she smiled, yet there was a sadness in her smile.


Nell and Anne Gilmore were orphans. Sole survivors of a missionary party which had trekked to the heart of Africa, totally unprepared for the perils they encountered along the way. One by one the members of the party had died. Nell’s and Anne’s parents had been among the first. When there was only one man and the two girls left alive they had been found by bushmen and handed over to Daniel Retallick. Soon afterwards the girls’ companion also died, and Josh and Miriam took charge of the young sisters. When the opportunity occurred to return home to Cornwall, it seemed natural for the girls to come with Josh and Miriam. They had no one else.


Miriam reached across and took Josh’s hand. His start of surprise indicated that his thoughts had also been far away. As he returned his wife’s smile the final rope linking the SS Great Britain to the quay was secured. They had arrived in England. Another forty-eight hours should see them home in Cornwall.


The ageing, leather-sprung coach slid and lurched from pothole to wheel-carved furrow as it negotiated the steep hillside road skirting the eastern rim of Cornwall’s Bodmin Moor. On the high, exposed driving seat a coachman hauled on the reins and cursed the snorting, high-stepping horses as they shied at a steep, downward slope. He would have cracked the long, plaited leather thong of his whip about their ears had he not needed both hands to fight the long reins. Heavy showers in the last few days had made the indifferent road treacherous. A momentary lapse could result in coach, passengers and horses sliding off the road and plunging to the bottom of the mine-torn valley, seven hundred feet below.


Inside the coach the two young Gilmore girls squealed, half in fun, half through fear at the erratic movements of the vehicle. On the seat between them Miriam clung to both as well as she could. She had long given up uttering comforting platitudes, choosing to utilise her energies to prevent the girls from suffering injury.


On the opposite seat, Josh sat alone, impervious to the violent movement of the coach, so engrossed was he with the scene outside.


‘We should be able to see Sharptor soon …’ Josh slid along the polished leather seat and shifted his gaze to the window on the other side of the seat as the uncertain camber of the rough road tilted the coach away from the valley.


‘Thank the Lord for that. It means the journey’s almost over. These last few miles have been worse than the storm we went through in the Bay of Biscay.’


Josh looked at Miriam in surprise as the coach levelled out on a section of road recently filled and graded. ‘But we’re almost home. This is Cornwall … the moor. Here, let me take Anne.’


Reaching across the gap between the two seats, Josh took the six-year-old Gilmore girl from Miriam and sat her upon his knee. ‘Yes, we’re almost home, young lady. This is where you’ll be living – just around the corner of the next hill.’


‘I don’t like it. There are too many chimneys and smoke … and things.’


Josh met Miriam’s raised-eyebrowed glance and he grimaced. ‘Those chimneys belong to the mines where men and women around here earn their living – but not enough chimneys are throwing out smoke. I’d say all isn’t well with the copper-mining industry in Cornwall.


‘I don’t care about smoky old mine-chimneys. I liked it better in Africa.’


Once again the two adults in the coach exchanged glances, but this time it was Miriam who spoke. ‘We’ve left Africa behind for good, Anne. Sharptor will be your new home. You’ll enjoy it more when you see the house – and make friends to play with.’


‘Look! There’s a pig … with lots of babies.’ Nell’s excited observation caused the younger sister to wriggle free of Josh’s grasp and join her at the open coach window.


‘It’s good to see them behaving as children should,’ said Miriam quietly.


Josh nodded, his eyes taking in another smokeless mine-chimney. Something was very wrong. It was mid-week and the mines – many more than he remembered – should have been in full production, smoke belching from tall granite chimneys, the clattering of ore stamps echoing from tor to tor. Yet less than half were working.


An unexpected shout of ‘Whoa!’ from the coach driver brought horses and coach to a sliding halt.


Putting his head out of the open window, Josh saw a line of men standing across the road. They were dressed as miners, but the pick-axes and long-handled shovels they carried were not implements of work today. Each tool was held in the manner a soldier might hold a bayonet-fitted rifle, or a pike.


‘Where you making for?’ One of the miners, a burly, narrow-browed, bearded man put the question to the coach driver.


‘Up to Sharptor,’ was the coachman’s reply.


The miners closed in on the wagon. ‘What’s your business on the tor? ’Tisn’t a place for a coach and horses.’


‘He’s taking me to my home,’ Josh swung open the door and stepped stiffly to the ground. He was puzzled by the attitude of the miners, but grateful for an opportunity to stretch his aching legs. ‘My wife and two young girls are inside. We’ve all been travelling for a long time, so I’d be obliged if you’d stand aside and let us pass.’


‘Who are you?’ The miners’ shovel-wielding spokesman stood his ground. ‘I’ve not seen you before – and I’ve been working a core at the Sharptor mine for ten years.’


‘I know him, Marcus.’


The words were spoken by a young, beardless miner, who could have been no more than seventeen years old. ‘It’s Josh Retallick on his way home from Africa. He wrote telling my ma he was coming.’ The young man extended his hand towards Josh. ‘You won’t know me, Mr Retallick. I’m Jethro Shovell – Cap’n Shovell’s son.’


Josh shook the young miner’s hand warmly, ‘I’d have recognised you anywhere. You favour your mother. How is she – and your brother? He was no more than a babe-in-arms when I left Cornwall.’


Jenny Shovell and Josh had been like brother and sister when both were young. It seemed a lifetime ago …. It was a full life span for many of the young men employed in the highly dangerous copper and tin mines of Cornwall – as Jethro’s next words proved.


His face displaying anguish, he said, ‘My brother was killed in a mine accident, two years ago. A ladder broke loose when he was on his way down. His death tore Ma apart for a while.’


‘I’m sorry, Jethro. I really am.’ Josh seized at a means of changing the subject. ‘What’s going on here? Why are you and the others mounting a guard on the road?’


Jethro Shovell looked suddenly ill at ease and the miner he had called Marcus answered Josh’s question. ‘The machinery of the Sharptor mine’s been put up for sale. If we let it go the mine’ll never work again – and neither will anyone in Henwood.’


Josh was shocked, but not altogether surprised. ‘By the look of things it isn’t the only mine to shut down hereabouts. Coming across the moor I counted more smokeless chimneys than working ones.’


‘The difference between us and them is there’s still enough ore in Sharptor to give us all a living if the mine was properly managed. It’s a good mine.’ Jethro Shovell spoke passionately. ‘But you’ll know that yourself, you built the engine for the mine.’


‘That was more than twenty years ago, Jethro. Times change. So do mines—’


‘—and mine owners,’ the interruption came from another of the miners, an older man than the others. ‘Theophilus Strike would have owned the Sharptor mine when you were here. He kept it until he died, only six months since. Nigh on ninety, he was, but a better man than his nephew, for all that.’


There was a murmur of agreement from the other miners and Jethro Shovell explained, ‘First thing Leander Strike did was try and sell shares in the Sharptor mine. Said he needed to raise capital if the mine was to keep going. We all reckoned at the time he wanted to raise money to pay his gambling debts. Whatever the reason, it didn’t work. There’s been too much money lost in mining in recent years. With the price of copper dropping almost daily no one in his right senses would buy mining shares.’


‘So he’s put the machinery up for sale?’


Josh looked at the grim faces of the miners as they nodded confirmation. There was something about a Cornish miner that was unmistakable. Josh would have recognised their origin and calling had he met with them anywhere in the world.


‘He’ll not find a buyer so long as we’re here – and there are others guarding the roads from Darley and Berriow Bridge.’ Jethro Shovell spoke of the two other roads which approached Sharptor. Both merged in Henwood village, the houses of which were visible little more than a half-mile away.


Suddenly embarrassed by the intensity of his feelings, Jethro Shovell added sheepishly, ‘But you’ve had a long journey. You and Mrs Retallick will be wanting to get the girls home. We’ve held you up long enough listening to our troubles. You’ll find a nice warm fire burning at your place up on the tor. My ma and yours must have cleaned and warmed the place through twice a day for weeks now. They’re that excited about you coming back from Africa.’


Miriam smiled at the young man. This was the homecoming she had dreamed about. If only Daniel were here … but she was determined to allow nothing to spoil this day for her.


As Josh climbed on board, the coach started off with an unannounced suddenness. Miriam had to hold the two girls tight to her to prevent them sliding off the seat. She smiled at each of them in turn. They were her family now. The girls had survived an ordeal that would have unbalanced the mind of a grown man, and they had no one else. She hugged them closer. Six-year-old Anne yielded to her embrace, but Nell, thin and wiry and two years senior to her sister, wriggled free and moved closer to the open window.


‘Look … soldiers!’ Nell suddenly pointed to where a small cluster of cottages and a tall, grey mine building had come into view beyond the yellow gorse and dark green fern, higher up the slope.


‘It’s militiamen … at the Sharptor mine,’ Josh peered from the window. ‘Jethro Shovell never mentioned anything about soldiers.’


‘He and the others probably know nothing about them. The militiamen will have marched across the moor from Bodmin. If the miners fall foul of them there’ll be trouble. Serious trouble.’


Not far from the road a young girl armed with a stick was noisily driving a small flock of goats away from the fern towards a grassier spot. Her faded and badly patched dress was much too small for her and had probably been handed down at least four or five times.


Calling from the window for the coachman to halt the vehicle, Josh shouted to the goat-girl, ‘You! Girl!’ He needed to repeat his words three times before she turned her face towards him.


‘Come here … I want you.’


The girl seemed reluctant to comply, but after shooing the goats farther from the dense-growing fern she came half the distance to the coach before stopping once more.


‘What d’you want with me?’


‘I need a message taken to some men waiting along the road towards the Phoenix.’


‘I’ve got Mr Barnicoat’s goats to look after. If I don’t keep ’em out of the fern they’ll eat it and blow themselves up fatter ‘n pigs.’


‘Take the goats with you. They’ll come to no harm. I’ll give you threepence.’


‘I’ll not put my job at risk for threepence!’ The girl’s voice was heavy with scorn, coloured by a rapid assessment of how much more she might ask from a man who wore a suit and rode in a carriage. ‘It’ll cost you a shilling – at least.’


Miriam’s chuckle was no salve to Josh’s exasperation.


‘If it wasn’t so important I’d tell the little hussy to go to hell. As it is …!’ Josh fingered a silver coin from his pocket, ‘All right – but hurry. You’ll find Jethro Shovell up the road with some miners. Tell them there are militiamen up at Sharptor mine. They should keep clear of them.’


The coin spun through the air and the girl pounced on it as it hit the ground. Backing away, she reached the goats before calling out, ‘The miners already know about the militia. Me and my brother saw them coming down off the moor and I sent Jacob off to tell Jethro. You must have passed him on the road.’


‘Why, you …!’


Miriam’s laugh cut through her husband’s not-too-serious anger. ‘Doesn’t she remind you of someone?’


‘Who?’


‘Me, when I was ten or eleven and living in the cave up on the moor.’


Josh looked again at the cheeky, young goatherd. There was a certain likeness … but Miriam was calling through the window.


‘What’s your name, girl?’


‘Lottie. Lottie Trago. What business is it of yours?’


Miriam drew in her breath sharply. Her own maiden name had been Trago.


‘What’s your mother’s name?’


‘I ain’t got no mother … nor a father, neither. I live with my Aunt Patience.’


‘I knew it!’ Miriam was filled with a confusing mixture of emotions. ‘Patience is my sister! The girl must be Jane’s daughter. That means Jane must be dead. She was the youngest of the family, too.’


The ragged young goatherd had turned away and was driving her charges across the moor. She intended putting a good distance between herself and her duped benefactor in case he tried to retrieve his shilling.


‘Lottie!’


The young girl turned her head, but kept walking.


‘When you return home, tell your Aunt Patience to come up to Sharptor as soon as she has a minute to spare. Tell her … tell her Miriam’s come home.’





CHAPTER 2



THE COACH was brought to a halt for the second time that day as it skirted the Sharptor mine. This time the men standing in the road wore the scarlet coats of militiamen – and they were armed with long-barrelled rifles.


Before the part-time soldiers could ask the coachman his destination two men hurried from the mine. One was tall, thin and balding. His companion wore the unfamiliar uniform and insignia of a police inspector.


‘I’m Leander Strike. This is Police Inspector Coote. Are you here to look over the mine machinery? You’ll find it in splendid condition. The engine’s a superb model.’ Leander Strike spoke eagerly … far too eagerly. ‘You’ll find the price equally attractive, I’m sure.’


‘You have no need to tell me anything about the Sharptor mine engine – but I’m not here to buy mine equipment. I’m on my way home – though I’m being stopped and asked so many questions it’s likely to take twice as long as it should.’


Leander Strike’s attitude underwent an immediate change. His eagerness was replaced first by disappointment, then by suspicion. ‘There’s nothing on the moor beyond here but mine cottages – and you’re no miner.’


‘I own the old farmhouse farther up the hill beyond the mine. I’ve been away for some years, but now I’m home again.’


The mine owner stared at Josh as though looking at a ghost. ‘My uncle sold the house and land up there many years ago … to Josh Retallick.’


Police Inspector Kingsley Coote, a grey-haired man with a heavy, drooping moustache, frowned. ‘When I was a young constable in Bodmin I remember the arrest of a lad named Josh Retallick. Must be all of twenty years ago now. He took a leading part in a riot down at the port of Looe, if my memory serves me right. Convicted at Bodmin Assizes of “conspiracy to treason and sedition” – a capital offence. But instead of hanging he was sentenced to transportation. For life, as I remember.’


‘Your memory’s excellent, Inspector.’ Josh met the challenge of the inspector’s eyes. ‘I was convicted of a conspiracy. Wrongly convicted. I have a Queen’s pardon in my luggage, together with a copy of the guilty party’s confession. Now we’ve got that out of the way, I’d like to take my wife and these two young girls home. We’ve all had a long journey from the heart of Africa and are very weary.’


‘Africa, you say? Africa?’


Leander Strike was less impressed than his companion. ‘You might have a pardon, Retallick, but there’s seldom smoke without fire …’ He looked at Josh suspiciously. ‘I’ve got troubles with the men and their so-called “unions”. Things have become so serious Inspector Coote’s found it necessary to call out the militia. Now a man who’s been convicted of stirring up sedition appears on the scene! I’d say that’s more than coincidence.’


‘You can say whatever you like, Strike, but don’t question my character too loudly or you’ll find yourself in a courtroom. From all I’ve heard you can do without any further trouble. Ask the militiamen to stand aside if you please, Inspector. We’re going home.’


The police inspector waved the militiamen off the road, but before the coach pulled away, he said to Josh, ‘I don’t doubt your pardon is on record, Mr Retallick,’ something in the policeman’s voice left Josh in no doubt the inspector would check his story, ‘but you spoke as though you’ve been stopped elsewhere today. Is someone trying to prevent access to the Sharptor mine?’


‘Not to my knowledge,’ Josh lied. ‘It would seem coaches are such rarities on the roads hereabouts that folks are insatiably curious.’


The police inspector expressed neither belief nor disbelief. ‘Loaded ore carts are just as unusual as carriages these days, Mr Retallick, as you’ll find out for yourself. It’s rare too for a mining man to be returning to Cornwall. Most are leaving. I trust you’ll let me know of anything you hear that might be of interest to me?’


Josh inclined his head absent-mindedly. He was thinking of the inspector’s words and looking towards the tall, Sharptor mine engine-house. A great cast-iron beam protruded through an opening high up in the building. Inside was the engine – his engine. He had built it after serving a three-year apprenticeship at the Harvey’s foundry at Hayle. Had supervised its installation on this mine. The finest engine in the county, it had been built to last a lifetime.


Incorporated in the great wooden beams which descended deep into the mine-shaft was a revolutionary ‘man-engine’, the first of its kind in the county. Nearby was the pumping-engine he had also built and installed …


Josh’s gaze shifted to the police inspector and then on to Leander Strike. ‘Mining is a peculiar business, Inspector. You need to be a gambler to invest in a mine – and only the boldest gamblers succeed.’


Josh and his father leaned side by side on the gate beside the stable at the rear of the house, saying little. There was no need for talk. Blue smoke rose lazily from the pipes clenched between the teeth of both men and each was content in the companionship of the other. The emotional reunions were over. Almost twenty years of separation had been bridged.


From where the men stood, high Bodmin Moor fell away to the Marke valley. Beyond the valley the land unfolded in a breathtakingly spectacular fashion to the wide plains extending on either side of the Tamar river. On the far horizon the western heights of Dartmoor rose, an irregular mass, from the plain. A brief, early-summer storm seemed to be following the course of the river that separated Cornwall from the rest of England. Behind the storm a soft-hued rainbow promised a crock of gold on either side of Kit Hill. The mine-embellished landmark reared a thousand feet from the valley floor to form a giant stepping-stone between the two moors.


Behind the two men Miriam called from somewhere in the house and she was answered by Anne’s high-pitched, excited voice.


‘It’s been a long time since we last shared a pouch of tobacco,’ Ben Retallick broke the silence between father and son. ‘Your ma’s had all her prayers answered by your return with Miriam and the two young maids for her to fuss over. If only young Daniel had come with you her happiness would be complete.’


‘Miriam would agree with ma, but Daniel’s a young man with a life of his own – and a good trading business between Matabeleland and the coast. He’s an important man in that part of the world. He’ll be among the richest one day, I’ve no doubt.’


‘You’ve done well too, boy. Your ma and me are proud of you.’


‘None of us need ever go hungry,’ Josh conceded. ‘That’s more than most can say, hereabouts. The mines seem to have fallen on hard times.’


‘Mining’s always been an uncertain business – as much for the men who put up the money as for those who work below grass. Matters have grown worse these past few years. Every time the price of tin and copper drops more men are laid off. Many are leaving Cornwall and going to wherever there’s work to be had. Mexico, Australia, America, South Africa … but you’ll know something of this for yourself.’


Josh nodded. He had successfully mined copper in South West Africa where many other minerals were being discovered and worked by immigrant miners.


Ben Retallick knocked out his pipe against the heel of one of his heavy mining boots. He was now sixty-one years old, but until the Sharptor mine closed down he had been one of the mine’s shift-captains, responsible for the smooth and efficient management of the mine during his tour of duty.


‘Was the Sharptor mine being worked the way it should have been, before it went out of business?’


Ben Retallick shook his head vigorously. ‘It’s been running down for years. Theophilus Strike was reluctant to hand it over to anyone else. I think he knew what that nephew of his would do. During his last years Theophilus was too old to visit us here and we couldn’t get a sensible decision from him. We haven’t had a decent engineer on the mine for years and the engines are costing twice as much to run as they should. Tom Shovell held things together while he was mine captain, but he retired a couple of years back and Theophilus wouldn’t appoint anyone to take his place. Accidents were beginning to happen and the men were becoming edgy. You can’t run a mine that way.’


‘I met Tom’s son along the road today. He seems a nice enough lad.’


Josh told his father of the miners who had brought his coach to a halt.


Ben Retallick nodded seriously as he refilled his pipe. ‘Jethro’s a good lad but he’s keeping bad company. Marcus Hooper’s been struck off the books of every mine hereabouts. We’ve no place for all this “trade union” nonsense in the mines of Cornwall. It serves no useful purpose and gives the owners another excuse for laying off men. They have reasons enough, without being handed more.’


Josh did not challenge his father’s peremptory dismissal of the aims and usefulness of the trade unions. It was a subject on which they had never been able to agree. This, at least, had not changed.


‘Is there still enough ore underground in the Sharptor mine to make running it worthwhile?’


‘Properly run it could be the best little mine in the area. It’ll never be as grand as the Phoenix once was – or make as much money as the Caradon – yet it could bring in a tidy profit. But it needs to have money spent on it – and Leander Strike’s not a man to spend money on such a venture. What with his gambling debts and a son away at some expensive school near London, he’s hard-pressed for money to live on.’


‘What’s he hoping to make from the sale of the engine and machinery?’


Ben Retallick cast a speculative glance at his son before shrugging his shoulders. ‘There are more engines than pasties on sale in Cornwall right now. I’ve heard Strike is seeking at least five hundred pounds. I’d say he has more hope than expectation. He’ll be lucky to get scrap value. Either way, it’s the end for the Sharptor mine. It won’t affect your ma or me too much. I’ve spent a lifetime burrowing in the ground like a mole. It’s time I got to know the sun. It’s the young miner I feel sorry for, especially one with a young family. He’s a choice of taking his wife and children away from everything they’ve ever known, or staying and watching them starve.’


Ben Retallick sucked his pipe noisily into life and peered at his son through the blue smoke. ‘Are all these questions leading somewhere?’


Josh nodded before straightening up away from the gate. ‘It’s possible, but let’s go up to the house and see whether Ma and Miriam have managed to get the girls to bed yet.’ He shivered suddenly. ‘It may be early summer for everyone else, but twenty years in Africa’s thinned my blood.’


Miriam’s sister, Patience, came to the house at Sharptor early the next morning. Seeing the two women standing together they were unmistakably sisters – but the similarities ended with the physical likeness. Patience was a washed-out drab woman of twenty-nine, already greyer-haired than Miriam although she was eleven years her junior. Part of the reason for this was revealed when she admitted to having lost two children before giving birth to the three she brought with her on her visit to Sharptor. The surviving children were all under five years of age. They played with the Gilmore girls in the garden, their clothes contrasting painfully. Nell and Anne were wearing new, good quality dresses, while the clothes of Miriam’s nieces would not have been accepted for cleaning-rags by a fussy woman.


Patience was aware of the contrast in the children’s clothing and she said apologetically, ‘It’s difficult keeping them decently clad with things being the way they are. I can get bal-work on the mines sometimes – but Marcus couldn’t get steady work, even when all the mines were working.’


‘Would that be Marcus Hooper?’


Josh put the question sharply and Patience looked at him quickly before shrugging her shoulders in a gesture of resignation. ‘I see you’ve heard of him already. He says he’d feel less of a man if he didn’t speak up for what he believes in. I suppose he’s right, but it don’t make things any easier for me and the kids when there’s no money coming in. I suppose I shouldn’t complain, really. He gets angry with Lottie and Jacob sometimes, but he wouldn’t see ’em without a roof over their heads, even though they’re nothing to do with him.’


‘Our Jane’s children? We met up with young Lottie yesterday,’ Miriam paused in the act of pouring boiling water on the tea leaves spooned into the cups on the table. ‘When did Jane die?’


‘Jane’s not dead! Oh no, not that one – though she might as well be as far as Lottie and Jacob are concerned. She ran off with one of the soldiers sent here when they were expecting trouble in the mines. I’m talking about way back, when Lottie and her brother were hardly more than babes. There never was no trouble, except what Jane brought on herself. She’d let the fathers of Lottie and Jacob get away with what they did … but she wasn’t going to let this one out of her sight until he’d done the right thing by her. I suppose two bastard children by someone else would hardly strengthen her claim on him, would it? Especially that Lottie. She’s growing up as wild as the moor. Sometimes I think she deliberately sets out to anger Marcus.’


Jenny Shovell was in the house and she came from the kitchen with flour halfway up her arms, in time to hear Patience’s last words. Snorting loudly, she said, ‘It doesn’t take a great deal to anger that man of yours. I sometimes wonder why you stay with him. Mind you, young Lottie has enough cheek to try the patience of a saint.’


‘I’ve told her so myself, many times, but she doesn’t heed me. The only one she’ll listen to is your Jethro. If he so much as says “Hello” to her you’d think she’d been given a shilling.’


The mention of a shilling reminded Miriam of her introduction to her ragged niece, but a tight-lipped Jenny Shovell was talking again. ‘I’ve told our Jethro to keep away from her. She’s trouble. Unless something’s done about her she’ll end up like her mother.’ Her face suddenly registered embarrassment. Turning to Miriam, she said, ‘Begging your pardon, Miriam. I know Jane’s your sister, but there’s no denying she scandalised Henwood with her ways.’


Trying to hide a smile, Miriam said, ‘I seem to remember I did the same when I was Lottie’s age.’


As Jenny Shovell’s embarrassment grew, Miriam allowed her smile to show. ‘I was very taken with what I saw of the girl. I’ll try to persuade her to come here to Sharptor to live. She’ll be company for Nell and Anne. Nell’s a very prim little thing, they’ll be good for one another. Tell her to come and see me, Patience.’


‘I will,’ said Patience, gratefully,’ … when I see her.’


Patience suddenly realised from the expressions of the others that she would have to explain further.


‘It’s Marcus. When he loses his temper with her she runs off, taking young Jacob with her. She did it again last night. I used to worry myself silly about her, thinking she wouldn’t come back. But sooner or later there she is one mealtime, sitting at table as large as life, just as though nothing’s happened. It’ll be the same this time, I don’t doubt.’


‘Where does she go?’


‘Who knows? Could be anywhere. Lottie knows this moor as well as folks say you once knew it, Miriam. Although I doubt if she’ll do as well as you. This house is lovely … and your clothes …. Our ma would be proud had she lived to see you now.’


‘Yes, well … you drink your tea and I’ll take you upstairs. I’ve a couple of dresses I don’t need any more. They’ll serve you a treat. There are one or two things the girls have grown out of too. They’ll fit your eldest, at least.’





CHAPTER 3



LEAVING MIRIAM and Patience turning out clothes from the trunks which had travelled with them from Africa, Josh walked down the hill to the Sharptor mine. The sisters had much to talk about, he would not be missed.


The militiamen had left the mine the previous evening. They had been called to another mine a couple of miles away where out-of-work miners had caused damage to a mine-engine being dismantled for a foreign purchaser. It seemed a new militancy was in the air among the despairing miners.


Josh hoped to find Leander Strike at the mine. He had a proposition to put to the mine owner. However, the mine was deserted and Josh wandered among the buildings, saddened by the air of neglect he saw everywhere. Paintwork was cracked and peeling, broken panes of glass had not been replaced for years and some doors stood open, drooping on torn hinges.


Many timbers in the mine buildings were rotting away and the low roof of one sagged crazily. This building, beside the mine store, had once been the miners’ changing-room. Here, Josh found signs that someone had been sleeping amid the accumulated rubbish. He thought immediately of Lottie Trago and her young brother, although it might just as easily be a sleeping-place for any one of the scores of vagrants who tramped the mining districts in a vain search for work.


Josh had been looking around the mine for almost half an hour when he heard the sound of a horse turning in to the mine from the road. It was Leander Strike – and he was not – pleased to see Josh.


Still sitting his horse, the mine owner scowled down at Josh. ‘What are you doing here, Retallick? Your place is up the hill. This is private property. Neither you nor anyone else has a right to snoop around the Sharptor mine.’


‘I came looking for you.’


Dismounting, Leander Strike said, ‘If you want to discuss work you’re wasting your time and mine. There isn’t a copper mine in Cornwall can afford to take on an engineer. These are bad times, Retallick. You should have made some enquiries before coming back from wherever you were.’


‘I’m not here to beg for work. I’ve come with an offer to buy the Sharptor mine from you.’


Three times Leander appeared about to say something and twice he was unable to find words. At the third attempt he repeated Josh’s statement with some difficulty. ‘You … want to buy the Sharptor mine?’


As Leander Strike fought his disbelief he tried to remember what his uncle had told him of the man who stood before him.


Josh Retallick was a powerfully built, fit-looking man, his skin deep-tanned from many years spent in the fierce sunshine of Africa. He had earned a reputation as a fine engineer when still young – the name of Josh Retallick was invariably mentioned whenever Cornish engineers were being discussed. No doubt his skills were exaggerated with the passing of time, but Theophilus Strike had been convinced until his dying day that in Josh Retallick, the Sharptor mine had possessed Cornwall’s finest engineer. Had Retallick not become actively involved in the twin evils of unionism and reform, Theophilus Strike believed he would have become the most skilful and inventive engineer Cornwall had ever known.


Trade unionism was anathema to Leander Strike. Irrationally, he blamed trade union activists for his own troubles, refusing to accept that he knew nothing at all about mining. Yet here was a convicted trade union agitator standing before him discussing the purchase of the Sharptor mine as though he were a gentleman!


‘The Sharptor mine’s not up for sale.’


Now it was Josh’s turn to show surprise. ‘But … you mistook me for a buyer when I arrived at Sharptor yesterday.’


‘I’m selling the engine and pumping equipment because it’s past its prime. I’m not selling the mine. One day the price of copper might make it worthwhile opening up again.’


‘If that ever happens you’ll have a hundred mines clamouring to buy any engine still available. Prices will be far beyond your reach. Even if you managed to obtain an engine there’d be no one left in Cornwall to work it. The Sharptor mine engine is still one of the finest in Cornwall and will serve for many more years. It just needs a little work carried out on it, that’s all.’


‘It can be done elsewhere. The engine goes. If you want to buy a few shares in the mine for old times’ sake I’ll be glad to oblige you. One and sixpence each was their last quotation. If Great Uncle Strike had sold when I suggested it the mine would have fetched thousands and I would have inherited a fortune. Instead, I’m hanging around a useless mine, waiting for an engine-buyer who’ll probably never arrive and talking to a convicted agitator. All right, so you’ve been granted a pardon, it doesn’t alter the facts. Go back to Africa, or wherever you came from. Buy a mine there.’


‘I’ve been involved in mining in Africa – and my mines made good profits. So too could the Sharptor mine. If you have no interest in working the mine for yourself, at least think of the men and their families who look to the Sharptor mine for a living.’


‘Have they ever thought of me? No, they damned well haven’t. I have a family to keep too, Retallick. If your precious miners had worked a damned sight harder over the years and not tried to squeeze every penny they could from my uncle, the Sharptor mine might still be producing copper. I don’t doubt it’s the same story in most other mines. It isn’t enough for a man to earn an honest living these days. He needs to make believe he’s as good as the man who gives him his livelihood. He wants to elect men to parliament. Some of the most dangerous agitators even talk of standing for election themselves! They dream of becoming gentlemen overnight – but without accepting any of a gentleman’s responsibilities, of course. It takes hundreds of years to make a gentleman, Retallick. It’s high time some of these “unionists” realised that.’


‘By “responsibilities” I presume you mean ensuring that men less fortunate than your “gentlemen” are able to work?’


‘I’m talking of all the responsibilities of a gentleman … but I can’t expect you to understand. I’ve said all I have to say. The Sharptor mine’s not for sale. That’s an end to it.’


‘I doubt it Mr Strike. I doubt it very much.’


Josh walked away from the Sharptor mine trying hard to swallow his deep disappointment. He had been convinced Leander Strike would sell. The manner of the mine owner’s refusal had not helped to make it any more palatable.


In the evening Josh and Miriam took the girls to Henwood chapel. Wrightwick Roberts, the minister, conducted a service of thanksgiving for the safe return of Josh and Miriam to the village of their birth.


Contrary to general Methodist practice Roberts had been the Wesleyan minister in the area for more than forty years and well remembered Josh’s conviction and transportation.


An ex-miner himself, Wrightwick Roberts understood the miners’ ways and had spent a lifetime fighting with all his God-given faculties for their souls and their temporal wellbeing. More than one man had ruefully declared that God had blessed Wrightwick Roberts with hard and mighty fists.


The ex-miner preacher was in his seventy-seventh year. He still possessed the broad shoulders of his youth, but they were more rounded now and there was a gauntness to his great-boned frame. It was almost time for him to move aside and make way for a younger man.


As Ben Retallick walked home in the darkness with Josh, Miriam and the children, he expressed his thoughts about the service and the Henwood minister. ‘He’ll be hard to replace. Henwood needs a special kind of minister in these difficult times. Certainly not one trained in city ways.’


Josh was carrying Anne on his shoulders and he shifted her to a more comfortable position before replying. ‘Wrightwick hasn’t retired yet. When he does you mustn’t judge his successor before he has a chance to prove himself. I’ve heard it said John Wesley wasn’t too much to look at and without enough meat on him to fill a pasty, yet he didn’t let it stop him from doing everything he set out to do.’


‘Perhaps. All the same …’


At that moment Miriam said, ‘Look! There’s someone at the mine … but who’d be lighting a fire there at this time of night?’


‘No one who’s up to any good.’


Josh had seen the shadowy figure of a man silhouetted against the flames. ‘That blaze is either in the store or the old changing-room alongside.’


As he swung Anne from his shoulders to the ground he remembered the make-shift bed he had seen amid the accumulated rubbish in the derelict building.


‘Miriam, run back to the village and get help, then take the children on home. Pa and I will see what we can do in the meantime.’


Without waiting for an answer Josh ran towards the mine buildings, his father keeping pace behind him. As Josh neared the blaze he could see he had been right. The blaze was in the rubbish inside the old changing-room and it had already spread to the dry and rotting beams. Yet even as he made the observation he saw flames licking from another building many yards from the first.


Ben Retallick saw the new blaze too and was heading towards it when Josh called him back. ‘Leave it. We must try to get this one out first. I believe this is where Lottie and Jacob Trago have been sleeping.’


Ben Retallick looked at his son with an expression of horror on his face, ‘You don’t think they’re inside now?’


‘I don’t know – but we’ll need to find out.’


The fire had gained a rapid hold on the accumulated rubbish inside the changing-room and it was impossible to go in through the door. The flames had not yet reached the far end of the building, but it would not be long. Smoke was already beginning to seep out from between the crooked tiles.


A pile of rubble from the workings was heaped against the wall. Scrambling to the top, Josh climbed on the sagging roof of the building and began tearing off tiles.


‘We need water. There’s plenty down in the levels, but none up here …’ Ben Retallick stood looking up at Josh helplessly.


‘There’s water been left standing in the engine’s boiler. You know where the tap is. See if you can find a bucket somewhere.’


Josh stopped talking abruptly. The dry wooden beams of the changing-room were burning with a sound that resembled the crackle of musket fire, fanned by a stiff breeze. But Josh had heard another sound. Ripping away another couple of slates from the roof and sending them spinning into the night, he crouched low over the hole he had made.


Straightening up suddenly, he turned an agonised face towards his father. ‘They’re in here. The children. I can hear them screaming!’


Josh redoubled his efforts, tearing off the slates regardless of the broken nails and torn fingers he suffered in the process. He was working desperately when other figures climbed to the roof beside him. The villagers had seen the flames even before Miriam reached Henwood to sound the alarm.


Josh passed on his grim news without pausing in his efforts and as more roof beams were exposed the cries of Lottie and her brother could be heard more clearly. But it seemed all his efforts might have been in vain. The changing-room and the store beside it had been built at a time when there was no need for economy. The buildings were built to last. The roof beams were placed so close together Josh knew he could not slip between them and drop to where the terrified children were hidden by smoke. Meanwhile the flames were drawing closer with every wasted moment.


‘We need an axe … now!’


As the miners looked blankly at each other, Josh’s heart sank. No one had thought of bringing one.


‘Try the blacksmith’s shop.’ Even as he spoke Josh remembered the steel door of the smithy, secured with a stout padlock and chain. By the time the men broke in it would be too late. Already the flames from the fire had advanced across much of the still-slated section of the roof.


Suddenly a slight figure appeared on the roof. It was Jethro Shovell. Turning a pale face towards Josh, he said, ‘I think I might just squeeze through the gap between the beams. Let me try.’


‘You might get inside – but I doubt if you’ll be able to climb back out again.’ As Josh spoke a whole section of roof collapsed into the fire at the far end of the building, sending a column of sparks high in the air. They hung there for a moment before raining down upon the rescuers. Inside the building renewed screams arose from the two trapped children.


‘I’ve got to try. That’s Lottie in there.’ Jethro Shovell stripped off his coat and sat down on a beam, his legs dangling inside the burning building.


‘Just a minute …’ A miner scrambled to the roof. In his hand he carried a battered bucket filled with water. ‘I’ll damp you down with this.’ Without waiting for a reply he tipped the contents of the bucket over the young miner.


The water was cold and Jethro Shovell gasped in sudden shock. Then, remembering the children, he grasped a beam and eased himself feet first into the burning changing-room. At first it seemed even he might be too large to squeeze through the narrow space. Then he expelled the breath from his body and promptly dropped out of sight in the smoke-filled building.


Once inside Jethro Shovell wasted no time. Barely twenty seconds after his disappearance the head and arms of Lottie Trago appeared between two beams. She was quickly pulled clear by Josh. Lottie clung to him, quivering with fear until he lowered her to the arms of the men standing on the ground.


Josh could hear Jethro Shovell coughing inside the changing-room, and then the young miner’s hoarse voice called, ‘Jacob is unconscious. I’ll try to pass him up to you.’


Smoke was billowing up through the almost tileless roof now and it had become unbearably hot on the wooden beams. There was a long silence broken only by the crackling of the fire. Then, after another bout of coughing, Jethro Shovell called with what remained of his voice, ‘Why didn’t you take him …?’


‘None of us saw anything. Carry him closer to the wall.’ Realising it might prove dangerous for Jethro to attempt to find his way through the smoke and flames inside the burning building, Josh shouted, ‘Follow my voice … and bring the boy with you. Keep going until you come to the wall and then hand him up. Keep going …. Don’t stop. You must pass him up and come out yourself. Quickly!’


Josh was sliding down the narrow-angled roof as he was speaking. The reason for his sudden urgency was the collapse of yet another large section of roof. It sent flames chasing a fountain of sparks high in the night air. The fire was advancing at such an alarming speed now that no part of the roof could be considered safe. Other miners, realising the danger, hurriedly leapt to the ground. Soon only Josh and one other man remained on the burning building.


‘Are you there, Jethro? Hurry, man!’


‘I’m at the wall … holding him up ….’


Josh felt down through the choking smoke and his hands came in contact with a small body. He took a grip of the boy’s clothing and heaved, hoping Jacob Trago’s clothing was more substantial than that worn by his sister. They were not. Josh could feel them tearing in his grasp as he lifted. Fortunately, they held together long enough for him to pull the boy through the space between the beams and into the arms of the other miner on the roof. Moments later Jacob was passed down to the uplifted arms of the other miners.


The moment he released his grasp, Josh turned back to the burning building and called inside, ‘Jethro … can you hear me?’


There was no answer. By now the smoke was so thick Josh too was choking and the flames were perilously close.


‘Jethro … can you hear me? Stand close to the wall and lift up your arms!’


Josh groped through the roof, reaching as far as he could. He could feel nothing and the heat was scorching his cheek now.


‘Jethro! For God’s sake reach up. You must … !’


Josh thought he could hear coughing somewhere below him, but he could no longer be certain. The fire was making a great deal of noise and the heat fast becoming unbearable. Another few moments and he would have to abandon his place on the roof.


The other miner was also feeling down through the roof beside Josh and he suddenly let out a triumphant shout, ‘He’s here! I’ve got him. Give me a hand.’


Josh hurriedly shifted his position and reached down. He found Jethro’s hand clasped by the other miner. Reaching further he was able to grasp the young man’s wrist.


Jethro Shovell was practically dead weight, but as Josh hauled on his arm, Jethro’s other hand came up in a weak protest at the pain and Josh grasped this arm too.


‘Heave!’ As he called, Josh straightened up, bringing the body of the limp young miner with him.


Jethro Shovell took a blow on the head from one of the beams as he was hauled through the narrow gap, but he reached safety – and not a moment too soon. His clothes were smouldering and he had lost most of his eyebrows but he was alive.


Josh and his fellow-rescuer swiftly followed Jethro to the ground. Squatting beside him, they coughed up the smoke from their lungs. Less than a minute later the remainder of the roof crashed inwards with a roar that sent the men standing close to the blaze scurrying hastily to safety.


Jethro Shovell was retching and coughing and as he struggled to a sitting position men pummelled him on the back in a bid to rid his lungs of the smoke he had swallowed.


Through streaming eyes Josh could see Lottie. Apparently none the worse for her experience she was trying to reach Jethro.


When Jethro had partially recovered from the combined effect of smoke and pummelling, he called hoarsely to Josh, ‘Jacob … is he alive?’


Josh looked to where Jacob Trago was crying noisily, comforted by Patience Hooper.


‘He’s fine. He’s a very lucky boy.’


Josh climbed to his feet and rested a hand on the young miner’s shoulder. ‘There’s not much wrong with you either, Jethro. Lottie and Jacob owe you their lives – and I can see that Lottie, for one, will never forget her debt.’





CHAPTER 4



THE MORE Josh thought about the shadowy figure he had seen in the early glow of the mine fire, the more convinced he was that he knew the identity of the arsonist. However, he said nothing to Police Inspector Kingsley Coote.


The police inspector arrived at the Sharptor mine the day after the fire. He found some thirty ex-Sharptor miners cutting out charred and blackened wood and piling it well clear of the buildings. By doing this they hoped to ensure there would be no fresh fire should a strong moorland breeze spring up.


Inspector Coote wandered about the mine for some time, peering inside buildings and occasionally using the toe of his boot to stir the charred wood in an apparently aimless fashion. Eventually he came to where Josh and his father stood in the shadow of the engine-building, enjoying a rest and a smoke.


Inclining his head to both men, the inspector said nothing until he too had packed and lit a large pipe. Then, breathing smoke, he said, ‘To see the way the men are working today you’d hardly believe they’ve all been laid off.’


‘The Sharptor mine’s been part of their lives for so long it comes natural to do whatever needs doing when something like this happens.’


Inspector Coote nodded agreement with Ben Retallick’s words. He drew deeply on his pipe before speaking again. ‘All the same, it was a Sharptor man who set fire to the place.’


‘You can’t possibly be sure of that.’ This time it was Josh who answered.


‘I can – and I am, although proving it will be something quite different. All the same, it was someone familiar enough with the mine to know exactly where to set four fires.’


Josh had seen only two fires, but Ben Retallick nodded. There were four fires started. Two never got going, but there were four, right enough.’


‘The biggest fire came very close to causing a tragedy, so I hear.’ Kingsley Coote might have been discussing the weather as he puffed contentedly at his pipe and gazed across the countryside. ‘If you hadn’t known about those children I would have been looking for a murderer today, Mr Retallick.’


‘It was Jethro Shovell who went in after the children. He’s become a hero overnight on account of it.’ Ben Retallick seemed unaware that Inspector Coote was pursuing his enquiries, albeit in an unobtrusive and seemingly diffident fashion.


Josh was not fooled. ‘I feared the children might be sleeping there. Their aunt came to the house and said they sometimes ran off and spent a night or two away from home. When I looked around the mine I saw someone had been sleeping in the old changing-room. I guessed it was Lottie and her brother – and in case you’re wondering why I was poking into the mine buildings it was because I’ve offered to buy the Sharptor mine. I’d be a fool if I didn’t know exactly what I’d be getting for my money. I know the engine well enough, and my father’s told me all I need to know about the underground workings. I wanted to assess what there is above grass.’


Ben Retallick stared at Josh open-mouthed. Josh had expressed great interest in the mine, but he had said nothing of his offer to Leander Strike.


‘I’m aware of your offer, Mr Retallick. I went to see Mr Strike as soon as I was told of the fire. He would have come here with me today, but he has a bad attack of gout. He’s convinced you started the fires yourself in a bid to persuade him to sell.’


Ben Retallick put a hand on his son’s arm, as though to prevent him from erupting in anger. But Josh was no longer the hot-headed young man who had been transported almost twenty years before.


‘I’d say Leander Strike has more reason than anyone else to see his mine buildings burnt down. He’d receive more compensation from an insurance company than he’ll make from selling off the machinery. However, I don’t think this was his doing, any more than it was mine. You wouldn’t need to look far to find a couple of hundred miners bearing grudges against Strike – but I doubt if you’ll find any Sharptor man who’d start a fire here.’


‘That’s pretty much the way I feel about it, Mr Retallick, but I’m obliged to you for your observations. Now I think I’ll go and have a word with the guardian of those two runaways you were telling me about. I understand they have no parents of their own to turn to ….’


When Police Inspector Coote went in search of Patience Hooper and her young charges, Ben Retallick put the surprise he felt into words.


‘Were you serious when you said you’ve thought of buying the Sharptor mine?’


‘I’ve done more than think about it. I made Leander Strike an offer.’


Ben Retallick looked at his son with something akin to awe in his eyes. Josh had risen above his station in life when he had qualified as a mine engineer. To consider becoming a mine owner was almost beyond belief.


‘What did Strike say?’


‘He made it perfectly clear he’d see the mine go bankrupt before he’d sell to me.’


Ben Retallick’s expression might have been either one of disappointment, or relief. ‘Oh well, all things happen for the best, or so they say.’


The Sharptor mining community had hardly recovered from the excitement of Josh and Miriam’s return, when another ‘homecoming’ occurred to threaten the tranquillity of everyday life in the small mining hamlet.


After her rescue from the burning mine building coupled with a stern warning from Police Inspector Coote about her future conduct, Lottie Trago was a much-chastened young girl for a while. So much so that the long-suffering Elias Barnicoat had grudgingly agreed to trust his goats to her once more.


Lottie’s day began early in the morning when she took the goats to the high moor. She would remain here all day and return the goats to their owner in Henwood village late in the evening.


From her Sharptor house Miriam would watch her young niece driving the goats to the moor and they would exchange a wave if Lottie was not too lost in her own thoughts. Sometimes Jacob would be with Lottie, other days he might go off to find work for himself.


One day, Josh was unexpectedly called upon to help repair a damaged engine on a mine some five miles away. He left Miriam wondering what she should do with the pie she had prepared for his midday meal. Acting on a sudden impulse, she decided to take the pie to Lottie. She knew Patience was not in the habit of making up a meal for the young goatherd to take with her to the moor.


It was a fine, sunny, moorland day. As Miriam left the lush, dark-green fern behind her on the lower slopes, she felt the remembered ageless tranquillity of the moor reach out and envelop her. It was a peace that transcended physical senses, and remained untouched by the distant clatter of a stamp on an unseen tin mine.


A flood of memories returned to Miriam as she passed the strange chamber formed by huge, flat rocks, that had been her childhood home, high on the hillside. A few of the memories she had of this place were happy. Most were not.


Local superstition said this was a burial chamber, built for one of the ancient chiefs who had ruled the moorland tribes long ago, in the darkness of time. Whatever the truth of the superstition, this had been home for Miriam during the whole of her childhood. There had been a wooden door on the chamber then. Even from a distance Miriam could see it had long since been torn down, most probably for firewood. She felt no urge to go any closer and inspect the dark and brooding chamber.


Remembering the violent death of her drunken, bullying father, and the misery of her worn-out and defeated mother, Miriam felt no affection for the strange, moorland home. Indeed, merely looking at it caused her to shudder involuntarily. Miriam was relieved to turn her face to the sun-cleansed moor.


Miriam found Lottie resting on a tor-top rock that had been carved to the shape of an armchair by wind, rain and time. From here Lottie was able to keep watch on the forty-odd goats belonging to Elias Barnicoat.


The young girl was at first suspicious of her aunt’s motives in coming high on the moor to find her. However, when Miriam explained and produced the man-sized pie as proof of her story, Lottie’s mistrust gave way to greedy delight.


Lottie Trago ate like a young and hungry animal. In less than a quarter of the time it would have taken a grown man to eat the substantial pastry-covered meal of meat and vegetables, Lottie was cuffing the last crumbs of pastry from about her mouth and picking the odd fragment of food from her dress. None of the clothes Miriam had given to her sister had been passed on to Lottie. She still wore the same ragged dress Miriam had seen from the coach – and it was even dirtier now.


‘Call in when you next pass the house,’ said Miriam casually. ‘I’ve a dress of Nell’s that should fit you. The one you’re wearing is so far gone it’s indecent.’


Lottie was at least three years older than the eldest Gilmore girl, but she was small for her age. The dress would fit her well enough – certainly better than the one she was wearing.


‘You don’t have to give me nothing.’ There was an air of pathetic defiance in Lottie’s voice. ‘This dress’ll go on for a while yet. Anyway, Aunt Patience says it’s quite good enough for herding goats up here on the moor.’


Miriam suppressed an urge to hug Lottie to her. It would be a mistake. An unforgivable encroachment upon the young girl’s fierce independence. The more Miriam spoke to Lottie the more she realised how much the young girl resembled her during her younger days. ‘I wouldn’t want to disagree with your Aunt Patience, but I’ve been thinking of trying to get a school started in the village. You’ll need something better than a goatherd’s dress if you intend coming along.’


Lottie’s expression registered sheer delight for only a brief moment. It was quickly replaced by feigned nonchalance. ‘I won’t be going to no school. He says learning and religion was thought up by rich folk, to teach us to keep things the way they want them to be.’


‘If by “he” you’re referring to your Uncle Marcus, that’s exactly what I’d expect him to say. It isn’t true, Lottie. Learning is a key that can open so many doors. Wouldn’t you like to learn how to read and write? When I was your age it was what I wanted more than anything else in the whole world.’


Lottie discovered a random crumb she had overlooked. As she picked it up she shrugged. ‘It don’t much matter what I want. If I don’t tend Elias Barnicoat’s goats there’ll be little money coming in the house. I take home milk sometimes, too. He ain’t going to let us lose all that just so I can go to some old school.’


‘There’ll be no need for you to lose anything. Jacob can look after the goats for a couple of hours each morning while you go to school. Then he can go in the afternoon. I’ll speak to your Aunt Patience – and to Marcus – about it.’


Once again Miriam glimpsed a brief flash of unguarded pleasure, but it disappeared as swiftly as before. ‘It won’t make any difference. I won’t be allowed to go to no school, neither will Jacob.’


Lottie suddenly sat upright on the stone seat and looked out across the moor. ‘Here’s Jacob now. If I’d known he was coming I’d have saved him a piece of pie …. What’s he doing up here? He’s supposed to be working the bellows in the blacksmith’s shop this morning. The Phoenix mine was sending a dozen horses in for shoeing.’


Turning away from Lottie, Miriam could see a small figure running across the moor towards them. He was running hard and waving as he came. As he drew nearer, he shouted something, but he was still too far away for his words to be made out.


Jacob’s pace never faltered. By the time he scrambled up the last rocky slope to where Miriam and Lottie waited he was hot, excited and breathlessly speechless. Time after time he tried unsuccessfully to speak, his cheeks scarlet with frustration and excitement.


‘Here, sit down and get your breath back.’ Miriam took the child’s thin arm to lead him to the stone seat vacated by Lottie, but he shook her hand off impatiently, his eyes never leaving his sister’s face.


Suddenly the words came tumbling out in disjointed excitement, ‘Lottie …. It’s Ma …. Our ma …. She’s come back to us.’


Miriam was watching Lottie’s face as Jacob gasped out his incredible news. What she saw was a raw vulnerability that she would never forget, no matter what Lottie did in the future. Once again she felt an urge to put her arms about the young, ragged girl and protect her from the world in which she lived.


‘D’you hear, Lottie? Ma’s come home.’


Lottie nodded. Close to tears, her voice came in a fierce whisper. ‘I knew she’d come back to us some day. I knew she would. Even when he was saying … all those things about her. I knew she’d come back.’


As though caught up in a confused dream, Lottie began to run down the slope in the direction of Henwood. Suddenly she turned about and looked at Miriam with an expression of dismay on her face. ‘I forgot about the goats. Elias Barnicoat ….’


‘Don’t worry about them. I’ll drive the goats to Henwood. You hurry on ahead.’


Lottie began to run once more … and again she turned. This time she ran back and, without a word, grasped her young brother’s hand. As the two children ran across the moor towards Henwood village, Lottie could be seen urging her small brother to a greater speed than his tired legs could achieve.


With a choking lump in her throat, Miriam watched until the children disappeared from view behind a slight rise in the ground. She hoped the unexpected reunion with her mother would measure up to Lottie’s high expectations. Miriam feared it would not, but she murmured a silent prayer that the vulnerable young girl would not be let down too badly.


It was with a heavy sense of foreboding that Miriam began rounding up the flock of grazing goats, impervious to their bleating protests at this disruption in their daily routine.





CHAPTER 5



JANE TRAGO’S return to her home village disturbed the insular Wesleyan community more than any occurrence for very many years. The closure of the mines had been a gradual, eroding process. The impact of Jane Trago was an immediate and personal challenge to every woman in Henwood who had accepted the price that needed to be paid for ‘respectability’.


Jane Trago did not return to the village on foot in the manner of the vagrant more malicious tongues declared her to be. Neither did she arrive in style in a carriage, as had her sister. She rode into Henwood on the back of a farm cart, the driver having come three miles out of his way to deliver her to her destination. He was rewarded with a kiss that brought a rush of blood to his cheeks and scandalised the women who stood in doorways, or peeped through small-paned windows.


The only luggage Jane Trago brought with her was a large army knapsack, decorated with a number of regimental badges. All these details were carefully recorded by the women. Few of the men looked beyond Jane Trago herself. A tall, amply built girl with long dark hair, she wore a dress with a low-cut bodice which suggested her rich suntan extended far beyond face and arms.


As the farm wagon creaked away through the small mining village, Jane Trago lifted her knapsack and turned in at the doorway of her sister’s home – to find her way blocked by Marcus Hooper.


‘Where do you think you’re going?’


Marcus Hooper’s gruff-voiced belligerence was not entirely due to the astonishing arrival of his errant sister-in-law. It was as much the result of a late night unionist meeting, called and funded by a visiting delegation from the coal mines of northern England.


The meeting had taken place in the private room of a tavern and drink and talk had vied with each other far into the night.


Jane Trago’s dark eyes had daunted men with far more authority than Marcus Hooper. She used them to full effect now.


‘What sort of welcome is that for your long-lost sister-in-law? I’ve come to see my family. Will you stand there and make me trip over you? Or are you going to lift this knapsack indoors for me?’


‘We’ve not heard a word from you since you ran off with that soldier. No, nor had a penny to help support your kids. Yet you come back and expect to be given a welcome?’


‘Had I learned to write I might have sent you a letter – though what use it would have been I don’t know, you’d have needed to find someone to read it to you. As for money to keep Lottie and Jacob … it’s me you’re talking to, Marcus Hooper. You’ll have had them out working for you as soon as they were big enough to lift a tinner’s hammer. By the look of things around here you should be grateful for young ‘uns able to do a full day’s work without calling for a grown-up’s food. But if it’s money you need—’


Plunging a hand down inside her dress with a movement that revealed even more of herself, Jane Trago fished out a small purse made from grey elephant hide. Shaking out a guinea in the palm of her hand she thrust it at Marcus Hooper. ‘Here! Go and find a beerhouse and come back a happier man.’


As Marcus Hooper took the coin he looked beyond Jane Trago and saw the doorways filled with inquisitive neighbours, each anxious to hear a snippet of what was being said, in order that they might repeat it as often as Jane Trago’s return was the subject of conversation.


Pocketing the coin, Marcus Hooper said, ‘You’d best come inside the house – for now, at any rate.’


‘It’s nice to see you too, Marcus.’ Jane could see Patience standing nervously inside the room, wanting to greet her sister, yet frightened to anger her husband. ‘Now, let me speak to that sister of mine.’


Unceremoniously she pushed past Marcus and held her arms wide. ‘Patience! My God but you’ve aged – and you look so tired!’


Life had been hard for Patience. Married to a man who could not keep a job because of his unionist views, she had given birth only to watch her first two babies die. In addition, she had taken on the burden of the children abandoned by this woman … her sister. Many times she had fed her despair with thoughts of what she would say to Jane if ever they met again. Now the moment had arrived and, all her words of reproach forgotten, Patience held out her arms and burst into tears.


As the sisters clung to each other the years fell away. Both were more than ten years younger than Miriam and they had never been as close to her as they were to each other. There was an older brother too, Morwen, but Patience could hardly remember him. He had gone off to join the army when she was little more than a baby. She and Jane had grown up alternately supporting and relying upon each other until men entered the sisters’ lives and their paths diverged.


Marcus Hooper watched the reunion with a growing anger rising inside him. He should never have allowed Jane Trago inside the house. All these years without so much as an enquiry after her children …. Now she was being cried over by Patience. He fingered the guinea in his pocket. He would not take it to the inn where the northern unionists were staying. With money in his pocket they would expect him to buy drinks for them. There was a small, disreputable beerhouse in nearby Upton Cross. He would go there.


As he turned to leave the house Marcus Hooper tripped over Jacob Trago, who was coming in. Gripping the surprised boy by the shoulder, Marcus propelled him inside the cottage. Giving Jacob a shove that sent him staggering halfway across the room, Marcus said, ‘There, boy. Your mother’s come calling. Say Hello to her quickly, before she goes off and leaves you again.’


Disentangling herself from her still weeping sister, Jane Trago crouched down in front of the bewildered, wide-eyed boy. Resting her hands on his shoulders, she took in the ragged clothes and dirty, pinched face.


‘Hello, Jacob. My word, you’ve grown into a fine young man.’ For a moment it seemed she might gather her son in her arms and hug him, but she felt him stiffen in anticipation and the moment passed.


Dropping her hands from his shoulders Jane stood up and smoothed the dress down over her stomach. Without taking her eyes from the son she had not seen for so long, she said, ‘I’d have hardly recognised you … but where’s Lottie?’
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