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Author’s Note


Marston is a real village in Cheshire and the house in which Becky Taylor – and I – were brought up is still standing, as are many other of the buildings described in this book. All the characters, however, are purely fictional, and any long-time residents of the village who can find their grandparents portrayed within these pages will simply be using their own imaginations as much as I have used mine.


Sally Spencer




PROLOGUE





 


The man approaching Marston from the south marched with the measured stride of a professional soldier. He was no stranger to the village, but it had been a long while since he’d last paid it a visit. And though he appeared totally in control of himself, anyone who’d known him from his childhood could have seen that not very far beneath the calm exterior of this six-foot sergeant lurked little George Taylor – as nervous as a kitten about the reception he would get when he finally reached home.


At the bottom of the lane, George stopped and took in the view.


It’s been five years, he said softly to himself.


Five long, exciting, dangerous years, years in which he had seen things he could never have imagined and visited places which defied description. And all that time, Marston had been here, unchanged and seemingly unchangeable.


He turned his head to look at Cooke’s grocery store. The familiar yellow Lipton’s Tea sign gleamed in the afternoon sun, the yard brushes Mr Cooke had hung outside swung gently in the breeze. His eyes followed the course of Ollershaw Lane – flanked on each side by squat terraced houses – from where he was standing to the point at which it disappeared at the top of the hump-backed bridge over the canal. It all seemed so … so normal, and yet at the same time he was forced to admit that he would have felt more at ease in a Burmese village with its bamboo huts and Chinese merchant’s emporium.


For a moment, George considered going into Cooke’s store for a packet of cigarettes and a chat. After all, he really did need the cigarettes, he told himself, and talking to Sam Cooke – whom he’d known all his life, but still wasn’t family – might be a way of getting back gradually into village life. But it was not in George’s nature – not in the nature of any of the Taylors except perhaps Philip – either to put things off or do them gradually. Squaring his shoulders, George set off again in the direction of his mam and dad’s little house.


He did not get far. A train was coming along the mineral line which crossed the village, and the railwayman in the smart blue uniform had already pulled the gates across the lane. This had been a favourite spot of Becky’s when she was little, George recalled with a smile. When Mam had sent his sister out on errands, she’d always found a reason to delay so that she would be at the railway gates just as one of the huge Puffing Billies was furiously steaming its way through.


What stories she’d come up with to make sure she was right on time for the trains!


‘I can’t find me boots, Mam.’


Well, she’d only to look under the table, where she’d kicked them seconds earlier!


‘I need to go to the lavvie, Mam.’


And it wouldn’t be five minutes since she’d last gone!


Did she ever think she was really fooling Mam? George wondered. Didn’t she realize Mam knew quite well that the engine driver would sometimes throw her sticky boiled sweets?


Oh, she was a little devil, our Becky, he said to himself.


And now she was a grown-up woman with a baby daughter he hadn’t even seen yet.


The train thundered past, rattling the crossing gates and leaving a smell of burnt cinders behind it. The railwayman began to push the gates back over the track and George was on his way again.


He marched up the lane, passing the alley where he’d once listened breathlessly while Gilbert Bowyer, sitting on his camp stool, had told tales of the Far East.


An old soldier’s tales, George thought, hardly realizing that in experience, if not in years, he was now an old soldier himself.


Ahead of him, leaning against her front railings, was a middle-aged woman with a beak-like nose and black hair pulled back into a tight bun. George grinned. He wasn’t the least surprised to see ‘Not-Stopping’ Bracegirdle perched there like a hungry crow – he’d only have been surprised if the village gossip hadn’t been at her post.


‘Good afternoon, Mrs Bracegirdle,’ he called out.


Not-Stopping jumped as if he’d startled her.


‘George?’ she said. ‘George Taylor?’


‘That’s right,’ George agreed.


‘Well, don’t you look smart!’ Not-Stopping gushed. ‘How’s the army treatin’ you? Have you heard about your sister’s baby? Isn’t it terrible about your brother-in-law’s works?’


‘Yes,’ George said, quickening his pace, because he knew from experience that though Mrs Bracegirdle was never stopping, she could sometimes detain you for an hour or more. ‘Yes, it was a terrible shame about Michael’s works.’


‘And we had a prince come to the village,’ Not-Stopping shouted after him. ‘A real prince – come to see Ma Fitton.’


‘So I heard,’ George called back over his shoulder.


God, but the woman could go on. Put her on the beach at Blackpool for a morning, and no matter how many donkeys there were, she’d talk the hind legs off the lot of them.


He was almost level with the New Inn, where his sister Becky’s best friend, Colleen O’Leary, lived. She was a funny little thing, that Colleen, he remembered – as timid as a mouse. Maybe it was that big nose of hers that made her so shy, though he’d never found it particularly unattractive.


His thoughts shifted from the daughter to the father. Paddy O’Leary had promised him free ale when he was home on leave and he’d hold the landlord to his word soon enough. But first he had to go and see his mam and dad.


He glanced at the point halfway up the bridge where a tall brick chimney was belching out smoke, and saw the words ‘LG Worrell and Sons’, picked out in white letters in the middle of the stack.


Well, that’s not true any more, he thought.


Old Len Worrell himself had been dead for nearly two years, and one of those two sons – Michael – had left the company a few days after he’d married Becky. All of which meant that the sole Worrell left at the works was that bastard Richard.


It wasn’t the time to dwell on Richard Worrell and what he had done to the Taylor family, George told himself. Finally – after weeks of travel through oppressive tropical heat, after the crowded troopship full of seasick soldiers, after more, almost unendurable, days of cooling his heels in the Aldershot Barracks – he was home. And that was all that really mattered.


He gazed with affection at the house he’d been brought up in, at the front parlour which had a wooden fish suspended over it because now it was Ted Taylor’s chip shop. The door was closed for the moment, but come five o’clock, when the miners emerged from the Adelaide Mine and the wallers at Worrell’s works left the sticky brine pan behind them, the chip shop would be doing a roaring trade.


George opened the back gate and stepped into the yard. Yes, it was still all there. The wash-house with its single tap stood opposite the back door. And beyond that was the coal-shed and the outside lavvie which was as cold as ice in winter and like an oven during the hot summer days.


He walked up to the back door and caught himself in the act of lifting his big fist to knock. There’d have been hell to pay if he had actually knocked, he thought. Nothing could be guaranteed to offend Mam more than having one of her own sons asking permission to come in. Still, it did feel a bit odd, just walking straight into a house he’d been away from for so long.


No point in puttin’ it off any longer, George told himself.


Bracing himself as he always did when he was about to see action, he raised the latch and stepped over the threshold.


Mary Taylor was sitting at the table with her head bent over her sewing. She didn’t look up. Instead she merely said, ‘I hope you gave that fishmonger a real tellin’-off, Ted. Goodness knows, the customers won’t spare us a piece of their minds if their fish isn’t ready an’ waitin’ for them when they knock off work.’


She’d always done her own sewing, George remembered. Even when Dad had been a salt miner and life was hard, she’d been too proud to buy second-hand or take the gentry’s cast-offs which her daughters, then in service, had brought home to her. And she was still making clothes, despite the fact that Dad was now a ‘fried fish merchant’ and she could easily afford anything Bratt and Evans had displayed in their window.


‘I said, I hope you gave that fishmonger a real tellin’-off,’ Mary repeated.


‘No, Mam, I didn’t,’ George said quietly.


Now, Mary did lift her head, though her face was frozen in a look of astonishment.


Had she changed much in the time he’d been away? he wondered. A few grey streaks, perhaps, in what had once been pure ash blonde hair. A few wrinkles around the eyes and a little slack skin on her neck. But she was still the Mam he knew and loved, the Mam who had bullied him into escorting Becky on her first day at school and stuck up for him when he wanted to join the army against his father’s wishes.


Mary’s face was slowly coming to life again and she seemed to be about to find her voice.


‘I haven’t …’ she began. ‘We didn’t … You never told us you were comin’ home.’


‘There was a chance we’d be posted again before we got any leave,’ George told her. ‘I didn’t want to raise your hopes.’


Or my own, he thought. Or my own.


Mary got up from her chair – perhaps just a little stiffly – and threw her arms around her big, strong son.


‘You’ve always liked surprises,’ she said, almost crying. ‘All of you kids have. I don’t know where you get it from. It certainly doesn’t come from me.’


It was wonderful to feel his mother’s warm, comforting arms around him once more – but he’d never really worried about how she would receive him.


‘Dad’s out, is he?’ George asked.


‘Yes,’ Mary said, sniffing slightly. ‘He’s gone to see Stanway’s about their deliveries. They’ve been gettin’ a bit slack lately.’


‘They won’t be slack any more,’ said a new voice behind them. ‘Not after the talkin’-to I’ve given them.’


George felt his mother’s arms drop and turned around to face his father, who was standing in the doorway. Ted was as stocky and solid as his son remembered him, and his expression was as inscrutable as ever. George had never been able to read Ted’s face, never known whether his father was poking fun at him or merely being grumpy. And he couldn’t read it now, though he did recall what Ted had said when he’d finally given in and allowed George to take the queen’s shilling.


‘I’ll give you me permission,’ he’d told his middle son then, ‘but not me blessing.’


And how did he feel now, after years of having the time to think over his decision? George suddenly wished he were somewhere else.


‘Well, well,’ Ted said. ‘Look what the cat’s dragged in.’


He inspected his son from head to foot.


‘Soldiering’s put a bit of weight on you,’ he continued, ‘but with a frame like yours, you can carry it.’


There were so many things George wanted to say – ‘Are you pleased to see me, Dad?’ ‘Have you forgiven me for joinin’ the army when I could have made four pounds a week playing football?’ ‘Can I spend me leave here, or had I better see if Mr O’Leary can give me a room at the pub?’


– so many things, but George had never been a quick thinker and he couldn’t make up his mind which to say first.


‘Lost your tongue?’ his father demanded.


‘Hello, Dad,’ George said, telling himself that he should have worked it all out in advance, should have planned it just like he planned a patrol for his men.


Ted closed the back door and advanced into the room until he was standing squarely in front of George.


‘So you think you can just waltz in any time you feel like it, do you?’ he asked.


None of the men who had served under the cool, disciplined Sergeant George Taylor would have believed it if they could have seen him now. His firm mouth drooped uncertainly, and the eyes which had remained calm even under enemy fire now started to fill with panic.


‘I didn’t … I wasn’t sure …’ he stuttered.


He looked over his shoulder, hoping against hope for some support from his mother – and saw that she was smiling.


‘He never could tell when I was takin’ the mick out of him, could he?’ Ted asked.


‘No,’ Mary agreed. ‘He never could.’


George turned again and Ted threw his arms around his son.


‘It’s grand to have you back, lad,’ he said with a catch in his voice. ‘Really grand.’




PART ONE


1892




Chapter One


George had arrived on Thursday, but even though he was on leave, everybody else still had work to do. So it was not until Sunday that the whole family could arrange to get together to give him a real hero’s welcome.


But wherever will they all fit? Mary wondered early on Sunday morning as she looked around the kitchen where she had spent so much of her married life.


The kitchen had three doors: one in the back wall which opened on to the yard, another facing it which let on to steep stairs, and a third, diagonally opposite, which led into the small pantry under the stairs. Between the back door and the stair door was the old oak Welsh dresser which contained all the blue and white willow-patterned crockery as well as the receipts from the fish and chip business.


The kitchen table, where the food was both prepared and eaten, stood in the centre of the room and on the far side of it were the easy chairs, facing the fireplace and the cast-iron oven. The window gave on to the yard and Mary’s Singer sewing machine rested under its sill. The sofa had somehow been squeezed in between the table and the wall which backed on to the stairs.


Get more than the two of us in here, and there’s not room to swing a cat, Mary thought. However did we use to manage?


It was true that this room had once accommodated the whole family – but they’d all been little kids then. Besides, the size of the family had increased, what with the girls getting married and Eunice and Becky having children of their own.


Mary inspected the room once more and decided they’d manage to fit in somehow. After all, they were all relatives.


But relatives or not, the house would have to be smartened up before they came – and this despite the fact she not only swept and dusted every day but also religiously cleaned the place from top to bottom on Saturdays.


‘Waste of energy if you ask me,’ Ted grumbled as he watched his wife black-leading the grate.


‘Well, nobody did ask you,’ Mary pointed out. ‘And it’s my energy I’m wastin’, not yours.’


‘We should get a maid to do the heavy work,’ Ted said.


The grate having been completed to her satisfaction, Mary took down the brass rod from over the fireplace and began to rub it vigorously.


‘A maid!’ she scoffed, not slackening her pace for even a second. ‘Gettin’ ideas above your station, aren’t you, Ted Taylor?’


‘I don’t think so,’ her husband replied. ‘It’s not as if we couldn’t afford a few pounds a year.’


‘There’s more to havin’ servants than findin’ the cash to pay for ’em,’ Mary said.


‘Is there?’ Ted asked. ‘Like what?’


The question seemed to stump Mary, and for a second she even stopped burnishing the brass. Then her arm was back in action again and she turned to her husband and said, ‘Where would she live? They all expect to live in, you know.’


‘She could sleep in the back bedroom,’ Ted suggested. ‘We don’t need it now there’s just the two of us.’


‘And where would the children sleep when they deign to visit us?’ Mary asked. ‘On the chip shop floor?’


Had Mary not turned back to her work, Ted would never have dared risk a grin, but since she had, he indulged himself. Not having a maid was nothing to do with accommodation, he was sure of that. This kitchen had been Mary’s domain for thirty years, and she was not about to give it over to some slip of a girl who knew a tenth of what she did, thank you very much.


By noon, the house was sparkling clean and the odour of brass cleaner was beginning to mingle with the delicious smell of freshly baking scones. By two, Mary had run the flat iron over the antimacassars so many times that Ted was sure she’d all but worn them away. On the dot of four, Mary finished hanging clean curtains and announced that the house was now ready to receive the children of whom she was so proud.


George, who’d been banished from the house during the cleaning operation, was the first to arrive. He was quickly followed by his sister Jessie and Sid, her husband. Sid was wearing a smart new suit, but somehow he looked half undressed without the khaki apron he always wore behind the counter of the Co-operative Wholesale Society in Winnington. Still, he wouldn’t always be a counterman, wouldn’t Sid – he was a good reliable worker and was heading for promotion.


‘You take a seat at the table, George,’ Mary said. ‘Sid and Jessie, you sit on the sofa.’


‘You sound like you’ve got it all planned out, Mam,’ George said.


‘When have you ever known her not have it all planned out?’ Jessie asked.


Eunice and her Charlie arrived next, bringing with them the Taylors’ first grandchild, Thelma. Charlie was sent to sit next to Sid and Jessie, while Eunice took one of the chairs at the table. Thelma made a dutiful round of grandparents, aunt and uncles, kissing each one in turn, even the large stranger who she’d been assured was her Uncle George.


‘Do you remember me at all?’ George asked, giving his niece a big hug in return for her kiss.


‘I think so,’ said Thelma unconvincingly.


George laughed. ‘Well, here’s a penny for bein’ so kind and polite to your old uncle,’ he told her. ‘And unless Mr Cooke’s changed his habits, he’ll be open on Sunday afternoons just so he can sell sweets to little girls with pennies in their pockets.’


Thelma looked anxiously at Eunice for an approving nod, and when she got it she gave George another quick kiss, then dashed out of the door before her mother could change her mind.


‘Watch out for waggons,’ Eunice shouted after her, though she need not have bothered because very little traffic came up Ollershaw Lane, especially on a Sunday afternoon. ‘And let that be the last penny you give her,’ she cautioned her brother. ‘I don’t want her spoiled.’


Mary permitted herself a secret smile. Eunice always had been a bossy girl. Perhaps that was why they’d made her a monitor at the National School and given her the job of teaching the little children to repeat lessons she’d only learned herself a few years earlier. It was lucky, really, that she was married to easy-going Charlie. As long as he had his garden outside their tied cottage in the grounds of the Big House, Charlie was as happy as a pig in muck, and if Eunice wanted to order him around, well, that was all right with him.


Jack turned up next. Bright, irrepressible Jack, who had run away to sea when he was little more than a boy, who had kept sheep and mined for silver in Australia and bought palm oil from the natives on the River Niger.


‘The table for you,’ Mary told him.


And last came Becky and Michael, with their new baby, Michelle.


‘You sit next to Jack, Becky,’ Mary said to her youngest daughter, ‘and you, Michael, take the easy chair by the grate, next to Ted.’


‘The easy chair!’ Michael said, with a smile playing on his lips. ‘This is indeed an honour, my dear mother-in-law.’


‘Don’t talk soft,’ Mary said, cuffing his shoulder lightly with the back of her hand.


But really, there was a grain of truth in what he’d said. Though she liked all her sons-in-law, it was Michael that Mary really had a soft spot for. He was handsome, but not in a hard way like his brother Richard. He was educated, and yet there was no side to him.


Mary remembered the conversation she’d had with Eunice on the morning of Becky’s wedding, the day Len Worrell had sworn he would cut his son out of his will for daring to marry beneath him.


‘It’s a rum thing, gettin’ married when there’s no money comin’ in,’ Eunice had said.


‘You just wait an’ see,’ Mary had replied. ‘Michael’ll surprise the lot of you yet.’


And hadn’t he just! He’d built a successful business out of almost nothing. He had gone to Africa and rescued Jack from the cannibals who were holding him prisoner. Now his business was in ruins, but no one could have predicted that – no one could have known that the land under his works would suddenly subside as it had.


Yes, Michael was a catch, Mary thought as she watched him fussing over the baby daughter who had been born while he was still looking for Jack in Nigeria. But then Becky was a catch, too. She had her mother’s hair, and whilst there was no mistaking the fact that she was Mary’s daughter, she was beautiful where Mary had only been very pretty. And she’d got spirit, too. She had supervised the dismantling of Michael’s works, saving what she could from destruction, even when she was on the point of giving birth.


‘You’re very quiet, Mam,’ Jack said, cutting into Mary’s thoughts. ‘What’s on your mind?’


‘Oh, you know – just things,’ his mother replied, moving towards the oven and telling herself how lucky she was.


It was a magnificent tea even by Mary’s high standards. There was delicious freshly baked bread and scones. There were three kinds of juicy home-made jam and a cake absolutely bursting with fruit.


While they ate, the family talked, filling in the missing years in a way that letters never could.


‘Tell us about Burma,’ Mary said.


‘It’s a grand place,’ George replied. ‘Warm all the year round and as green as … well, so green I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with me own eyes.’


‘What do they grow there?’ asked Eunice’s Charlie, a gardener down to his bootstraps.


‘Rice, mostly,’ George said. ‘Acres and acres of it, as far as the eye can see.’


‘Humph,’ Ted said thoughtfully. ‘They must really like their puddin’s.’


‘Is there still any trouble out there?’ Michael asked.


‘A bit,’ George admitted. ‘But it was much worse just after we got rid of the king.’


‘I don’t approve of gettin’ rid of royalty,’ Mary said. ‘We wouldn’t like it if some foreign army came over here and told us we couldn’t have our queen any more.’


‘He wasn’t like Victoria,’ George told her. ‘In fact, he was a thoroughly bad lot. He was only twenty when he came to the throne, but one of the first things he did was to have all his brothers and sisters killed.’


‘Shockin’,’ Eunice clucked. ‘It shouldn’t be allowed.’


‘Mind you,’ George continued, ‘It wasn’t really all his doin’. They do say it was his mother-in-law’s idea.’


‘You have to be very careful when you’re dealing with mothers-in-law,’ Michael said, looking at Mary with a twinkle in his eye.


‘Get off with you!’ Mary said, reddening slightly.


‘Are you goin’ back to Burma when your leave’s over, George?’ Jack asked.


George shook his head. ‘We set sail for Egypt next month,’ he said.


‘Egypt?’ his father repeated. ‘That’s where that mad bugger Gordon met his end, isn’t it?’


‘No, Dad,’ said George, frowning because Gordon was his big hero, the man who had inspired him to join the army in the first place. ‘Gordon was murdered in the Sudan.’


‘Well, that’s only next to Egypt,’ said Ted, as if he was talking about a couple of houses down the lane.


‘And what are you going to do, now that your works has collapsed?’ George asked Michael.


‘I’m not sure yet,’ Michael replied.


Becky looked sharply at her husband. She knew that tone in his voice. It said that he knew perfectly well what he was going to do, but he wasn’t prepared to tell anyone else until he’d managed to talk his wife into it.


‘No,’ Michael continued hurriedly, sensing Becky’s eyes on him, ‘I haven’t made my mind up yet. Thanks to Becky, we managed to save all the parts of the works which could be shifted, and when we’ve sold that, we should have a bit of capital to play around with.’


What was he up to? Becky wondered. But of one thing, she was sure, whatever scheme he came up with – however madcap – he would justify it by saying it was sound business sense.


‘Has anybody heard from our Philip?’ George asked.


Immediately a cloud of gloom settled over the table as each member of the family thought back over Philip’s chequered career. First there’d been Philip the Snitch, spying on his own work gang and reporting back to Richard Worrell. After that had come Philip the Pornographer, selling smutty postcards on the seafront at Blackpool. Then there’d been Philip the Gaolbird, serving eighteen months in Strangeways. And finally, there’d been Philip the Smuggler, abusing his position at Michael’s works to hide stolen jewellery in blocks of salt. And where was he now? God only knew.


‘No, nobody’s heard from Philip,’ Mary said finally, with a look of pain on her face. ‘All we can do is pray that he’s all right.’


‘He could end up doing great things yet,’ Ted said, more out of hope than conviction. ‘His main trouble is, he’s always been a square peg in a round hole.’


His main trouble is, he’s always taken the easy way out without considering how it might hurt other people, Becky thought.


Still, he was not all bad. Just before his last hurried departure, he’d visited her and offered what little money he had left if it would help to rebuild the works.


The thought of the devastated works naturally turned her mind back to Michael. Just what was he planning? Given the curious nature she had been born with – cursed with, her mother sometimes said – she was well aware that she would never rest until she had solved the mystery.


It was not only Becky who was wondering about Michael’s plans. Thoughts of them occupied the minds of the three men who were sitting round a table in the New Inn.


‘Mr Worrell won’t let us down,’ Brian O’Reilly declared stoutly. He took a sip of his pint – a slow and careful one because once that was gone, there was no money for any more. ‘He’s not like that bastard of a brother of his. He knows what good workers we are.’


‘Oh, if he wants workers, he’ll take us on,’ Tom Jennings agreed. ‘But what if he doesn’t want any?’


‘How do you mean?’ Brian O’Reilly asked.


‘Suppose he decides to move somewhere else, or go into another line of business,’ Tom Jennings said. ‘What happens to us then?’


‘We won’t get taken on by anybody else,’ Cedric Rathbone said.


That was true enough. The last time they’d all been out of work – after Richard Worrell had fired them for trying to start a union – they soon discovered they were marked men. And the reason had been obvious enough, too: Richard had sent word to all the other owners not to employ them. It had been a very lean time indeed until Michael had come along and offered them places in his new venture.


‘He owes us,’ Brian O’Reilly said, ‘especially you, Cedric. Why, if it hadn’t have been for you, he’d have lost everything in the subsidence.’


‘It was more due to Beck … to Mrs Worrell than me that things got saved,’ Cedric said in fairness. ‘Besides, he paid us a good livin’ wage as long as we were workin’, and as far as I’m concerned, that’s the only obligation any boss is ever under.’


‘I suppose you’re right,’ Tom Jennings said. ‘Still, it’s a bugger of a life, isn’t it?’


The other two men nodded their heads in agreement.


It seemed to Becky that most of the important decisions about her life with Michael had been taken in the open air. It was on Overton Hill, one warm autumn afternoon, that he had proposed to her. It had been standing on Burns Bridge that he’d announced his intention to open a rival salt works to his brother’s, and asked her if he could count on her support. And now, as they walked hand in hand up the cartroad towards Marston Old Mine, she was sure that he was about to tell her of the new plan he had come up with.


They climbed the steep embankment which led to the canal towpath. It was a warm spring evening, and the only sounds around them were the gentle slapping of the water against the bank and the twittering of the birds which had already begun nesting in the trees. Michael stopped and looked into the canal, as if his mind were a thousand miles away.


‘Tell me about it,’ Becky said.


Michael’s look of abstraction disappeared and was replaced by a self-conscious grin.


‘Am I that obvious?’ he asked.


Becky smiled back. ‘Only to me, I think,’ she replied.


Michael’s face grew serious again.


‘Even if we can raise enough money, I don’t think I want to go back into salt manufacturing,’ he said.


‘Why not?’ Becky asked.


‘The price of salt has started to drop in recent years,’ her husband explained, ‘and I don’t think it’s reached its bottom yet. Besides, ever since some of the owners got together and formed the Salt Union, conditions have changed.’


‘Changed?’ Becky said. ‘In what way?’


‘The Salt Union wants all the owners to join it, so it can get a stranglehold over the industry. And if anyone won’t join, then they want to see that person goes out of business.’


‘And you wouldn’t join?’ Becky said.


Michael shook his head.


She should have known without having to ask, Becky thought. Michael – her Michael – was the kindest, gentlest man she had ever met, yet he was also the most stubborn and independent, and he wouldn’t consider, even for a second, putting himself in a position where men like his brother Richard might have some control over his actions.


‘So if you don’t make salt, what will you do?’ Becky asked.


‘You remember what I used to buy your brother Jack back from the cannibals?’ Michael asked.


‘His own weight in salt,’ Becky replied.


‘That’s right,’ Michael agreed. ‘Salt’s a very valuable commodity out there, but at the same time they have something we really want in return for it – palm oil.’


‘So you’re saying you want to become a merchant?’ Becky said.


‘Yes,’ Michael said. ‘Salt out to Africa, palm oil back to England. It’s good business sense.’


Michael was not lying to her – he would never do that – but whenever he used the phrase ‘good business sense’, she knew he was hiding something. It had been good business sense to pay his men a decent living wage, higher than any other owner in the area. It had been good business sense to go to Africa in the first place, where, just by coincidence, her brother Jack had gone missing. She wondered what lay behind this particular attack of good business sense.


Becky put her hands on her hips in a fair imitation of the way her mother had done when they’d been children and had a guilty secret.


Well?’ she said, only half jokingly. ‘Are you going to tell me, or do I have to drag it out of you?’


‘When I was growing up, I always wanted to be a doctor,’ Michael said. ‘I never told you that before, did I?’


‘No,’ Becky admitted. And then, because it was hard to imagine anything deterring Michael once he had made up his mind, she added, ‘What stopped you?’


‘My father made me a promise,’ Michael said, ‘and in return I made a promise to him – that I would go into the family business.’


There was that slight twitch at the corner of his mouth which told Becky he was trying to hide something again.


‘And what was the promise he made you?’ she asked.


Michael shrugged. ‘It’s not important now,’ he said.


‘Tell me!’ Becky demanded.


‘He promised to pay your father some compensation for his accident,’ Michael said.


So that was how it happened! How different things would have been but for that promise. Michael would have been a doctor, and the Taylors, with no money to start their chip shop, would have ended up in the Leftwich workhouse.


‘So it’s our fault you never achieved your ambition?’ she said sadly.


‘Of course not,’ Michael responded. ‘I didn’t have to agree to join the firm. There were other ways to make my father cough up the money.’


‘You did it for me,’ Becky said, remembering how he had looked at her when she had been a small girl and he had been little more than a boy.


‘I did it because my brother caused your father’s accident and it was only just that my father should pay,’ Michael replied. ‘Forget the past, Becky. It’s the future we should be thinking about now.’


Becky nodded in agreement. The future was what mattered.


‘All this talk about wanting to be a doctor,’ she said. ‘What’s that got to do with Africa? Are you going to take a medical degree as well as becoming a merchant prince?’


Michael laughed. ‘Of course not,’ he said. ‘But even a little knowledge of medicine would be very useful in a place where the only help available comes from witch doctors. And there are other ways I can help them to improve their lives, too. Drainage, irrigation, all sorts of things. Simple changes which would make such a difference.’


‘And that’s what you really want to do?’ Becky asked.


A look of pain flashed briefly across Michael’s face.


‘Of course it’s not what I really want to do!’ he said.


He sounded angry, though she was sure the anger was directed at himself and not her.


‘Then, why …?’ Becky asked tentatively.


‘It’s not what I want to do,’ Michael said earnestly. ‘What I want to do is stay here, to feel your arms around me in the night, to watch our baby grow day by day.’


‘Well, then?’


‘I’m not a religious man,’ Michael told her, ‘but I feel as if God, or Fate – or something, anyway – arranged for your Jack to fall into the hands of the cannibals.’


‘For what possible reason?’ Becky asked.


‘So that I’d go out to Africa looking for him and see the need out there for myself. It’s almost as if I was born for Africa, Becky, as if it’s been my mission all along, and I never realized it.’


‘I see,’ Becky said.


Michael put his strong hands on her shoulders and kissed her lightly on the forehead.


‘I won’t go if you don’t want me to,’ he said. ‘You know that.’


‘I couldn’t come with you, could I?’ Becky asked.


‘No,’ Michael said softly. ‘In a few years, things might be different, but at the moment it’s no place for a white woman and her child.’


Becky looked down the canal. A narrow boat was making its way towards them, the horse pulling stolidly as barge horses always did, the bargee standing at the tiller and smoking a clay pipe. How ordinary it all seemed, how very different to the sort of life Michael was proposing for himself.


‘You’d be working with Jack?’ she said.


‘Yes,’ Michael agreed. ‘I wouldn’t even contemplate it without Jack as my partner.’


‘And how often would I see you?’


‘Much more often than you see Jack. He’ll be making most of the journeys up and down the Oil Rivers. I’ll have to come back every few months to handle the business from this end.’


The narrow boat drew level, and the bargee tipped his cap to them.


‘Grand day,’ he said.


‘Yes,’ Becky agreed without much enthusiasm. ‘It is a grand day.’


The barge floated on past them. The narrow boat man had seemed perfectly happy with his lot, Becky thought. Why couldn’t Michael be like him?


‘Because if Michael had been like that, I’d never have fallen in love with him,’ she told herself.


And it was the very things she loved about him which were now driving him to go and do good in a strange hot land thousands of miles away.


‘It really is your choice, Becky,’ Michael said.


She knew that, and a terrible choice it was, too. On the one hand she desperately wanted her husband by her side, rather than in a dangerous place like the Oil Rivers. On the other, her family had been the cause of denying Michael what he saw as his true destiny once, and she did not see how she could be responsible for doing such a thing a second time.


‘Becky?’ Michael said questioningly.


‘I can’t tell you now,’ she said, as her agonizing choices pulled her first this way, and then that. ‘I … I just can’t. You’re going to have to give me more time.’


As they turned round and made their way back towards her parents’ little house, Becky could feel hot tears pricking her eyes.




Chapter Two


When Patrick Declan O’Leary had taken over the tenancy of the New Inn he’d been a young man with an unlined face and a shock of red hair which was uncommon enough in the Northwich area to attract a few curious looks. There had been nothing uncommon about the pub itself, however. Like most boozers in the district, it was furnished with a leather settle running along the sides of the wall and round tables with wooden tops resting on cast-iron legs. Its bar was fairly typical, too – a large oak counter set against the far wall which somehow managed to dominate the whole room. Now, nearly thirty years on, Paddy’s hair had turned almost white and ceased to be a novelty, the leather on the settle was a little cracked, and there were a few more scars on the bar. Otherwise, nothing had changed.


And a bloody good thing, too, Ted Taylor thought as he walked into the bar flanked by his two eldest sons. There was enough change going on in the world as it was – too much if the truth be told – without buggering up a perfectly decent pub with fresh wallpaper and that shiny, slippery oilcloth stuff.


‘Got the night off from the chip shop, have you Ted?’ Paddy O’Leary called from the other side of the bar.


‘I have that,’ Ted replied. ‘The missis and the girls are running the place tonight, so me and my lads can knock back a few pints.’


‘That’s very good of her,’ Paddy said.


‘Good of her be buggered,’ Ted said cheerfully.


Paddy frowned. ‘I’m not sure I’m followin’ you,’ he said.


‘It’s like the bank,’ Ted explained. ‘It’ll lend you money easily enough, but it always wants payin’ back just at the time that’s most inconvenient to you. Well, you watch, I won’t get off scot-free for this. My Mary’ll want payin’ back an’ all, and you can bet your last shillin’ it’ll be at some time that’s bloody awkward.’


Paddy smiled. ‘Your Mary spoils you to death,’ he said.


Ted smiled back. ‘Aye, you’re right there,’ he admitted. ‘There’s not many women as ’ud put up with an grumpy old sod like me for as long as she has.’


Ted ordered three pints and took them over to George and Jack, who were sitting at a table next to the domino board.


‘Get them down you,’ he instructed his sons. ‘And I’ll bet you any money you like that in a few weeks, when you’re in the jungle or the desert or wherever you’re bloody goin’, you’ll wish you were back here with a glass of Paddy’s ale in your hand.’


His sons grinned. They had got used to their father’s suspicion of anything vaguely foreign. It was not until he passed forty, they remembered, that he’d even gone beyond Northwich – and that was only because he was a trumpeter in the Adelaide Mine Band, which had entered a competition in Belle Vue, Manchester.


‘You might like Africa if you gave it a try, Dad,’ Jack said. ‘Bits of it, anyroad.’


Ted Taylor took a long draught from his pint, then smacked his lips with satisfaction.


‘The difference between you pair an’ me isn’t that you’re young adventurers while I’m just a stick-in-the-mud,’ he told his eldest son. ‘The difference between you pair an’ me is that I know when I’m well off.’


The best room of the New Inn was situated to the left of the bar, and the customers in it were served through a hatch set into the wall. It was an ideal arrangement for Not-Stopping Bracegirdle, because every time she rose from her table to order drinks, it gave her the opportunity to see just what the men were getting up to in the bar.


Now, as she returned from the hatch and placed the drinks before her cronies – Dottie Curzon and Maggie Cross – she had some new information to impart.


‘Ted Taylor’s in with them two lads of his,’ she said in a whisper which carried better than most people’s shouts. ‘Drinkin’ like troopers they are, an’ all.’


Dottie Curzon had been experiencing a growing feeling of resentment towards her old friend ever since she’d found out that Not-Stopping had been telling people that Dottie was not so much her name as a description of her mental condition. Now she felt a spirit of rebellion starting to flare up inside her. Troopers were supposed to swear, not drink, and she was just about to tell Not-Stopping so when a better idea came into her head.


‘But young George is a trooper,’ she said innocently.


Not-Stopping gave her a withering look, which would no doubt have been followed by an equally withering comment but for the arrival of a new customer – Ma Fitton, the village midwife.


‘Hello, Nellie,’ Not-Stopping said ingratiatingly. ‘And how are you tonight, girl?’


‘Me arthritis is playin’ me up,’ Ma Fitton complained. ‘I think it’s about time I gave up delivering babies.’


‘Oh, surely not,’ said Not-Stopping with a mock concern. ‘After all, you were a midwife to royal –’ She stopped suddenly, and looked as if she’d have cheerfully bitten off her own tongue.


Dottie Curzon smiled to herself. For years, Mrs Bracegirdle had ridiculed Ma Fitton when she claimed to have once delivered a prince. But Ma had been telling the truth, hadn’t she? They all knew that because the prince had actually come to the village to visit her. It had made Not-Stopping look like a fool – and she’d deserved it.


A good gossip’s one thing, but sometimes she goes way beyond the bounds of what’s proper, Dottie thought.


Like with that other rumour she spread that Ma Fitton was the mistress of Old Gilbert Bowyer, her now-dead lodger – that hadn’t been fair, either. It was time somebody taught Not-Stopping a good lesson, Dottie decided and wondered, if she made up her mind to do it herself, whether Ma Fitton would help her.


The bar was almost full when Cedric Rathbone walked in. He stood for a moment and examined the coppers in his hand, though he already knew exactly how much he had.


‘A pint, Cedric?’ Paddy O’Leary asked.


‘I think I’ll just have a half,’ Rathbone replied.


And he wouldn’t even be having that if he hadn’t just chopped up a pile of wood for the vicar.


‘Give him a pint,’ said a voice from the corner. ‘I’ll pay for it.’


Rathbone turned and saw Ted Taylor sitting there with his two sons.


‘If it’s all the same to you, Ted, I’ll stick to a half,’ he said.


He’s a proud man, Ted Taylor thought. He won’t accept a drink when he’s got no money in his pocket to buy you one back.


He wouldn’t accept anything else for free, either. After Philip had got Cedric and his mates Tom Jennings and Brian O’Reilly sacked from Worrell’s, Ted had tried to make it up to them by handing out extra large portions when they reached the front of the fish and chip queue. He’d even gone so far as to wrap up a fresh fish and give it to Tom as scraps for his cat. Tom and Brian had been grateful, but not Cedric.


No, Ted told himself. That isn’t being fair, Cedric did appreciate what I was tryin’ to do for him, but he still wasn’t havin’ any of it.


A proud man indeed – and one who couldn’t be doing much more than scraping by, now that he wasn’t getting a regular wage from Michael.


Colleen O’Leary opened the parlour door just a crack and peeped into the bar. It was something she did every time she thought George Taylor might be in there, having a pint. Yes, he was there, sitting with his dad and his brother Jack.


How handsome he looked!


How strong and confident!


She’d only been a slip of girl when he’d gone away, but now she was twenty-one – what they called in Marston ‘a young woman’.


It was stupid to be spying on him like this, she told herself. She was grown up now. Why, her best friend – George’s sister Becky – was the same age and was already married with a baby. But then she was not Becky, beautiful and spirited. She was Colleen, timid and plain.


‘Big-nosed Papist’ they’d called her at school – until Becky had stopped them. And they’d been right. She did have a big nose, and no amount of twisting around in front of the mirror could ever make it look attractive.


She wished she had the nerve to bump into George – casual-like – when he was on his way to Mr Cooke’s shop to buy his newspaper, or while he was taking his morning stroll along the canal. But what would she say to him? And what would he say to her? When she looked at him, she saw a hero. When he looked at her, could he really see anything more than a big-nosed Papist?


With a sigh, she quietly closed the door and went back to preparing her dad’s supper.


It had been a dry spring until then, but the following morning the skies opened.


‘It’s good for the farmers,’ the wallers at Worrell’s Salt Works consoled themselves as they biked to work with rainwater trickling down the backs of their necks.


‘Lovely weather for ducks,’ women with shopping baskets shouted as they rushed past each other in the lane.


‘It’s a shame you’ve got such rotten weather for your leave,’ Mary Taylor told her son George as he prowled around the little kitchen and wished he was outside, stretching his legs.


The next day brought no relief, nor the one after it. The water level in Forge Pool rose, Witton Brook was in full spate, and even the canal looked like it might eventually spill over its banks.


‘Beware of the Second Great Flood,’ shouted an itinerant preacher from the doorway of Hall’s the newsagents on Northwich High Street. ‘Prepare yourselves for the coming of the Lord.’


But his dire warnings were drowned by the gushing water in the gutters and the swish of folding and unfolding umbrellas.


For Becky, the weather seemed a special trial since it kept Michael in the house and served as a constant reminder that she had still not taken the decision which would affect both their futures.


Yet how can I decide? she asked herself as she watched the drops of rain making their slow, steady progress all the way down the big drawing room windowpane.


She knew that Michael would accept it if she said no, but who could guess what the long-term effect of thwarted ambition might be on him? And if she said yes, she would be condemning herself to months of loneliness at a time, which no one – not even her baby or her family – would be able to ease.


If she was to agree to Michael going, then she needed something to occupy her mind while he was away, she thought. But what? The servants took care of household matters, and if she tried to help, she would only embarrass them. Nor would her father feel comfortable if she offered to give him a hand in the chip shop. She wasn’t Becky Taylor, the little dressmaker from Ollershaw Lane, any more. Now she was Mrs Michael Worrell, a lady who had taken tea with the mayor and drove around in a carriage.


She wished that she and Michael were not quite so well off, wished that he needed her to work so that she could …


And suddenly, she had an idea – an inspiration, almost – and gazing into the rain-streaked windowpane, she saw a picture of the future as it could be, if only she had the will to make it so. It wasn’t an ideal solution, of course – only having Michael with her all the time could be that – but at least it would make her life bearable while he was away. She felt as excited as Mary had been when she’d first thought of opening a chip shop, but, also like her mother, she resolved to proceed cautiously and to say nothing to her husband until she had the whole thing mapped out.


After four days of continuous rain, the clouds were at last exhausted, and though there was still a dampness in the air, it was at least possible to step outdoors. So it was that shortly after breakfast, George left the Taylor house by the back gate, totally unaware of the fact that he was being watched.


From her bedroom window, Colleen O’Leary’s eyes followed George as he marched towards the canal bank. He would be gone for at least two hours, she was sure, which would give her plenty of time to put her plan into action – if only she dared.


She walked over to her wardrobe and, almost reverentially, took out the costume she had braved the weather to buy only the day before.


The costume was in three parts – a mock silk green blouse with a high stand collar, a lilac jacket with leg-of-mutton sleeves, and a long swirling dark skirt which gathered in tightly at the waist. Holding the complete ensemble in front of her, Colleen advanced slowly towards the full-length mirror.


The assistant had told her it suited her.


And while I was in the shop, I believed her, Colleen thought.


But now, examining the costume in the cold light of her own room, Colleen wondered if she’d ever find the courage to wear it. And even if she did manage to pluck up the nerve, wouldn’t it be obvious to everyone, once she’d stepped into the lane, exactly what she was doing?


‘There goes Big-nosed Colleen O’Leary,’ they’d say, ‘setting her sights on George Taylor. What a laugh!’


Sighing to herself – she always seemed to be doing that, these days – she returned the costume to the wardrobe.


There was a dampness to the earth which reminded George of Burma after the rains.


Burma! People in Marston were always asking him about it.


‘This jungle they’ve got out there, is it somethin’ like Delamere Forest, or what?’


‘Do they have proper shops? I mean, is there a Burmese Co-Operative Wholesale Society?’


He answered their questions as best he could, but he was always aware, when he reached the end of his explanation, that he had failed to give them anything like an accurate picture of the Burma he knew.


Part of his failure, he was sure, lay in himself. He was by no means stupid, but neither was he quick-witted like his older brother Jack, nor as artistic as his younger brother Philip. Instead, he was slow-thinking, slow-speaking George, always the last to notice when his father was being sarcastic or one of his sisters was poking fun.


But that was not the only reason Burma remained as vague to folk after he’d spoken as before he opened his mouth, he told himself. To convey the spirit of Burma would have taxed the talents of Jack, Philip – or even Old Gilbert Bowyer, who’d been a marvellous storyteller and had served in the Far East himself.


How could you describe the market, where rich Burmese noblemen rubbed shoulders with the poorest beggars, where child prostitutes openly plied their trade and spice sellers shooed away stray dogs with furious gestures? How could you really make people understand just how thick – and how sticky – the jungle could be?


And if it was impossible to give a sense of the country, then how much more difficult it was to describe his own life in it and the changes which he had undergone since he first went there. He’d been a boy when he landed, a raw recruit who the old sweats had used as the butt of their jokes.


‘Nip down to Hung Fu’s shop and get me a pound of gumption, will you, young George?’


‘Aye, an’ while you’re there, see if he’s got any whores’ treasure chests in yet.’


He’d gone, of course, eager to please and totally unaware that they were making a fool of him. Hell, he hadn’t even known what a whore was back then. Well, those days were long gone. He was a sergeant now, a man whom both officers and men looked to for advice and guidance. His word alone could send a soldier to the prison stockade for years of hard labour. His decision, carefully arrived at, could mean the difference between life and death for the soldiers serving with him.


How could he explain any of this, even to his sister Becky? How could they understand what it was like to come under fire from the dacoits – as the Burmese bandits were called – and to know that the safety of the platoon was in your hands? How could he tell them what it felt like to drive a sabre into a dacoit’s throat? How could he give them an idea of the pity he had for his enemy, even as he was killing him?


He reached Burns Bridge, climbed the steep path to the top, and stopped to light a cigarette. In the distance he could see the smoke curling its way out of Worrell’s works’ chimney, not twenty yards from his parents’ home.


He thought how strange it was that he should phrase it that way. His parents’ home – not his home.


He didn’t belong to Marston any more, he realized, and it no longer belonged to him. Perhaps things would be different if he had a girl – someone to love – but what chance did a soldier like him have of ever meeting someone he could take home to Mother?


He enjoyed his life, he told himself. It could be hard, sometimes even dangerous, but on the whole he did not regret his decision to join the army. Why then, he wondered, did he suddenly feel a deep sense of loss – as if someone he had known very well had unexpectedly died?


Colleen tiptoed down the stairs, her ears straining for sounds of movement below. She heard the noise of a brush banging against the leather settle, and nodded her head with satisfaction. It was at this quiet time of day – when all the early customers had gone to work – that her mam took the opportunity of sweeping out the bar. And her dad would be where he always was for part of the morning – in the cellar, tapping barrels and checking stock. Colleen congratulated herself on having planned her escape so perfectly.


She crept up the central passage and almost had her hand on the front door knob when her mother called out from the other side of the bar door, ‘Is that you, Collie?’


‘Yes, Mam, it’s me,’ she said resignedly, thinking that though her mam had always had eyes in the back of her head, she now seemed to have developed extra ears, too.


‘Is it going out, you are?’ asked Cathy O’Leary, who even after thirty years in Cheshire often still spoke as if she’d only just got off the boat in Liverpool.


‘Yes, Mam,’ Colleen said again. ‘I’ve finished me jobs and I thought I’d go out for a breath of fresh air.’


‘Well, make sure you’re back by twelve,’ Cathy said. ‘I shall be needing help behind the bar by then.’


‘I’ll be back,’ Colleen replied, feeling as short of breath as if she’d just run a mile.


‘Is anything the matter?’ Cathy asked, and even through the frosted glass Colleen could detect a note of suspicion in her mother’s voice.


‘No, nothin’s the matter,’ Colleen replied, trying to ignore the fact that her heart was beating at a furious rate.


‘Come in here a minute,’ Cathy said.


And knowing there was no point in arguing, Colleen pushed open the door and stepped into the bar.


Cathy O’Leary was standing at the far end of the bar with a yardbrush in her hand. She had put an old pinny on over her second-best dress and had a faded kerchief wrapped around her head.


Yet she still looks pretty, Colleen thought.


She looked at her mother’s nose. It wasn’t small, but it wasn’t huge, either. Colleen wondered which member of the family back in Ireland she herself had the misfortune to inherit her conk from.


She was so intent on looking at her mother that she didn’t really notice the way Cathy was also examining her. Didn’t notice, that is, until Cathy said, ‘And where in the name of heaven did you get all that finery?’


Colleen felt herself blushing.


‘Bratt and Evans,’ she managed to stutter. ‘I’ve been savin’ up.’


‘You must have been,’ Cathy agreed, moving towards her daughter.


Colleen took an instinctive step backwards.


‘I’ve got to go,’ she mumbled.


‘No, you haven’t!’ Cathy said. ‘Stay exactly where you are.’


Colleen stood frozen to the spot. She was conscious of her mother’s eyes examining her, now looking at the leg-of-mutton sleeves, now seeing how the skirt hung at the back.


‘Very nice,’ Cathy said after what, to Colleen, seemed an age. ‘It’s good taste, you have.’


‘Thank you, Mam,’ Colleen said, almost in a whisper.


‘But the question I ask meself is why you should be wearing such fine clothes on a weekday?’ Cathy continued.


‘I just wanted to give them an airing,’ Colleen said.


‘And where exactly will you be giving them this airing?’ Cathy asked.


‘I don’t know,’ Colleen lied. ‘I hadn’t really thought about it.’


‘The canal bank’s probably as good a place as any,’ Cathy said. ‘You could go as far as Burns Bridge. It’d be a nice little outing for you.’


Colleen felt so hot that she would not have been at all surprised if her cheeks had suddenly burst into flame.


‘Maybe I will go along the canal,’ she said, keeping her voice as steady as she was able.


‘Well, mind you don’t trail your skirt in the mud,’ Cathy advised. ‘And if you happen to come across Mr George Taylor on your travels, give him me best wishes.’


Colleen had been gazing at the floor ever since the dress inspection had started, but now she looked up into her mother’s eyes and saw that Cathy was laughing.


Even though he was not close enough to see her face, George couldn’t help noticing the way she walked. She moved with dainty, ladylike steps, so different from the great strides of the women who worked on the land, and the mincing, self-effacing gait of girls like his sister Jessie, who had not long come out of service. But then it was not surprising that this woman moved like a lady, because from the way she was dressed, she plainly was one.


So what exactly was a lady doing, alone on a canal bank in the middle of the morning?


As they drew closer to each other, he began to make out more details. The blouse she was wearing was gathered in over a firm bosom, the woman’s waist was tiny, and though her skirt covered them, her legs could not be anything but long. Only her face remained invisible to him. She was wearing a straw hat with a large brim which, it seemed to George, was perhaps pulled a little too far forward. In addition she was looking at the ground, perhaps mindful of the fact that it was very easy to trip up along the towpath. The strange thing was, George thought, that despite the fact that he was sure he did not know such a fine lady, there was something familiar about her.


They were almost level now, and George stood to one side to let her pass. For a moment it seemed as if that was exactly what she would do, still with her eyes pointed to the cobbles. And then she lifted her head and George saw to his surprise that she was none other than his sister Becky’s best friend, Colleen O’Leary.


‘Good morning, Miss O’Leary,’ George said.


He didn’t know why he’d done that – calling a girl he’d known all his life Miss anything. Maybe it was her clothes or her hour-glass figure which had thrown him off. Anyway, the words were out now, and he couldn’t take them back.


Colleen seemed as surprised by the greeting as he’d been himself, but she rallied and said, ‘G … good morning, Mr Taylor. What a surprise to meet you here.’


‘I usually come for a walk along here if the weather’s fine enough for it,’ George said.


‘Why, so do I,’ Colleen replied.


In which case, it was a wonder they hadn’t come across each other before now, George thought.


He was expecting Colleen to say something like, ‘Well, it’s been nice talkin’ to you, Mr Taylor, but now I must be going.’


Yet she didn’t do that. Instead she just stood there, as if she wanted the conversation to continue. But what could they talk about? He’d had no practice at dealing with women who weren’t either his own sisters or female camp followers in Burma – and neither of those experiences seemed to be of much use to him now.


He searched his mind for some example he might model his own behaviour on. Who had he seen with ladies? It came to him in a flash of inspiration. Who else should he copy but the officers he’d served under in the army?


‘Would you do me the honour of allowing me to escort you on your constitutional?’ he asked in a manner which he was sure his colonel would have approved of.


Colleen’s face was suddenly flooded with panic.


‘Would I … would I what?’ she stuttered.


‘Would it be all right if I came along on your walk with you?’ George replied, feeling like a fool.


Colleen was visibly relieved.


‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘That would be love … I mean, if it’s not too much trouble you havin’ already had your walk and been just set to go home again when we met an’ …’ She fell silent, embarrassed by her own babbling.


‘It really wouldn’t be any trouble,’ George assured her. ‘The more exercise I get, the better.’


‘Well, in that case, it’d be a pleasure to have you come with me on me mornin’ consti … consti … walk,’ Colleen said in a rush.


George held out his arm, bent at the elbow and perfectly parallel to the ground, just as he’d seen his officers do it. Colleen had no idea what was happening, and for a moment she simply stared at the arm in horror. Then she realized what was expected of her and took the arm in imitation of the posh ladies she’d seen in Northwich.


The preliminary formalities over, the barmaid and the soldier made their way slowly towards the Bluebell Wood.




Chapter Three


Breakfast was the low point of the day for Richard Worrell, because it was the only time when he was absolutely certain to see his wife Hortense. She could have had breakfast sent up to her room – many ladies, he believed, did just that – but Hortense would not willingly give up the opportunity to snipe at him.


And how many topics there were on which she could attack him! His whoring. His love for Becky, the little dressmaker who had married his brother Michael. And, of course, the fact that before the great subsidence, Michael had made a huge success of his business.


‘But look where my brother is now,’ he’d countered once, before he could stop himself.


‘It’s only temporary,’ Hortense assured him, her voice thick with malice. ‘Michael’s got a head on his shoulders. If anyone in your family ends up with a knighthood, I know which one of you it will be.’


Yes, breakfast with Hortense was an ordeal, and one that Richard only endured because he refused to be driven away from his own table.


On one particular morning in early April, however, Hortense seemed to do a complete about-face. She actually smiled at Richard as she entered the room, and, before he had time to recover from his surprise, enquired if he had slept well.


‘Very well, thank you,’ Richard replied, wondering who this strange woman who so resembled his wife could possibly be.


‘We should see more of each other,’ Hortense said sweetly.


‘I’m very busy at the works,’ Richard told her.


‘I know that, my dear,’ his wife replied. ‘You work very hard. But apart from when you are away on business trips, you are usually home by late evening.’


Richard was finding it harder and harder to hide his astonishment. ‘Business trips’ she had said, without a hint of irony or recrimination – despite the fact that they both knew that his nights away were rarely more than an excuse to go to one of the more expensive brothels in Liverpool or Manchester.


‘You never visit me, any more,’ Hortense continued, giving him what he was sure she believed to be a pretty pout.


‘Visit you?’ Richard asked, completely mystified.


‘You know,’ Hortense said, looking down at the lace tablecloth. ‘On Thursday nights.’


Before Hortense had become pregnant with their son, Gerald, Richard had always gone to her room on Thursdays, precisely with the aim of producing an heir. But she had always hated it – he was certain she had – and it was a relief to both of them when Hortense had announced that their loathsome coupling had at last had the required result. And now she was asking him to resume his visits! It didn’t make sense.


‘You … er … would like me to … er … return to your bed?’ Richard said cautiously.


‘Yes,’ Hortense said firmly. ‘And perhaps this time it could be for more than one night a week.’


Is this some kind of trick? Richard wondered. If it was, what did she possibly hope to gain from it? There were other ways to humiliate him – ways less personally distasteful to her. He looked into her eyes, searching for clues which would explain her behaviour. There was no love there, but he had never expected that. Yet there was something, and though he could not put his finger on precisely what, it seemed to contain at least an element of desperation. Desperation? But what had Hortense to be desperate about?


‘We are married,’ Hortense said, ‘and it’s only right that we should live as man and wife.’


Despite himself, Richard found he was becoming intrigued. He wanted to discover what had brought about this change in his wife. He wanted to see if, finally, he could raise a spark of passion in the cold bitch he’d married.


‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I will resume my visits to you.’


‘You could start tonight,’ Hortense suggested.


It had been a dispiriting day for Michael Worrell. Since he’d returned from Africa and found his works in ruins, he’d done his best to find alternative jobs for all his former workers. And he’d succeeded with everyone – except in the cases of Cedric Rathbone, Tom Jennings and Brian O’Reilly.


‘They were easily the three best workers I had,’ Michael told the manager of Woodward’s. ‘Why, I even left Cedric Rathbone in charge when I went away on business.’


‘They caused trouble when they were working for your brother,’ the manager countered. ‘Something about the union, wasn’t it? Anyway, Richard let us all know we’d be better off without that particular bunch.’


‘The trouble was as much my brother’s fault as anybody’s,’ Michael protested. ‘And when my works started to sink, Rathbone and his pals risked their lives to save as much of it as they could.’


‘I’m sorry,’ the manager said. ‘I really am. But with so many able-bodied men ready and willing to work, why should I take a chance with them?’


It was the same story everywhere he went. His brother Richard seemed to have managed to poison the minds of all the owners and managers in the area.


So just what am I going to do about them? Michael wondered.


If Becky agreed to his African scheme, he could offer them jobs himself – but he already knew what their answer would be.


‘We’re sorry, Mr Worrell, but we were born and brought up in Marston, and if it’s all the same to you, we’d rather stay here an’ be poor than go gallivantin’ off all over the world.’


He thought of offering them small pensions – he could just about afford it – but that was no good either. Tom and Brian might accept, but Cedric, the one he really wanted to reward for his service, had never taken anything he’d not earned, and would be unlikely to start doing it now.


It was a problem, and one he would have liked to talk over with Becky, as they talked over most of his problems. But Becky had enough on her mind at the moment just trying to decide whether or not to let him return to the Oil Rivers.


Colleen and George met at the same spot every day, halfway between Burns’ Bridge and Marston, and though neither of them ever suggested they make it a formal arrangement, both would have been surprised had the other not turned up.


The time after their meeting up followed a pattern, too. George would offer Colleen his arm – which she now took with practised ease – and they would walk along the canal to the Bluebell Wood, then cut through to Forge Pool. And as they walked, they talked.


Sometimes they would discuss the old days.


‘Do you remember an old narrow boat man called Mr Hulse?’ Colleen asked one day as they stood by the pool and looked across the water.
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