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1


The strange sound began just as they turned the corner from Bamford Street into Edge Bottom Row: a rumbling sound reminiscent of thunder. In fact they both glanced up at the sky, the grey, snow-laden sky which had crept up on them unnoticed during the day and which lurked threateningly above the rooftops, but thunder didn’t roll in January, at least not in their part of the world.


“What were that?” Roddy questioned anxiously, moving a little closer to her, looking about him for an explanation, his lean face uneasy, his slanting, pale grey eyes, which Abby thought were like those of Mrs Hodges’ pampered striped tabby which spent its time curled up in front of the kitchen fire, alert with speculation, for there was nothing that did not attract the notice of the inquisitive mind of Roddy Baxter. “It seemed ter come from glass works.”


He began to hurry her, taking her elbow in his eager young man’s grip so that she winced, for though he might be thin he was strong and wiry. He was not yet fully grown but when he reached maturity he would be a big man, his shoulders already giving promise of width and strength.


They were just approaching the wide, wrought-iron gates to Edge Bottom Glass Works, which stood open, when the first scream rang out. It was followed by another and another, overlapping, tearing the icy air to ribbons, hurting the ear as some unimaginable horror surely must be hurting the flesh from which the sound came. There were shouts, cries of great confusion, chaos even, but still the screaming went on, many voices joining the clamour, and from the open doorway of one of the two great warehouses a massive cloud of dust began to billow. The noise and the dust rose to the rooftops of the many buildings that were clustered round the enormous yard, disturbing a flock of sparrows perched on the tiles of the sawmill. The sparrows took flight, winging away to the trees just outside the walls surrounding the works, settling there with a great twittering and ruffling of feathers. Horses pulling wagons that would take the finished glass in their wooden frames to their destination shied and laid back their ears, jinking sideways in an attempt to escape the terrible noise and blinding dust. The men who were loading the crates clutched at one another in order to avoid being thrown off the wagons.


“Bloody ’ell!” the youth whispered, but despite the din that had taken over the works, the girl heard him. Her hand slipped into his as though for comfort and his gripped hers tightly for the same reason.


“What is it, Roddy?”


“Nay, don’t ask me,” Roddy gasped fearfully. “Summat bad . . .”


They took a hesitant step inside the gate. A good-looking boy and a pretty girl, probably about fifteen; it was hard to tell ages in this town of hardship and poverty with starvation very often staring you in the face, a lack of nourishment that stripped the flesh from young bones, but these two were better fed than most. By this time there were men coming from every direction, spilling out from every doorway, men with white, pallid faces, for surely something dreadful had happened. They came from the mixing rooms, the cutting rooms, the offices, from the laboratory where Mr Noah worked, from the smithy and the joiner’s shop and from the double rows of tiny cottages towards which the young man at least had been heading.


The doors to the cottages were thrown open and women stood in the doorways, women in aprons and shabby skirts and bodices, shawls thrown hastily about their heads, women with youngsters huddled against them. One held a frying pan from which fat was dripping, to the delight of a mangy cat curling round her feet, another wielded a broom and a third still clutched a bucket and a scrubbing brush. They all had men employed by Edge Bottom Glass Works to which the cottages belonged.


“What’s ter do?” they were all begging one another, taking hesitant steps into the yard and when the first man stumbled from the warehouse, his face a mask of blood, it stopped them, men, women and children, bringing the whole running crowd to a paralysed standstill.


“Dear Mother,” a woman faltered, one of the women from the cottages, the wife of Stan Jolly who was a ‘teaser’, a man who fed the coals on to the fire in the furnace. “Poor man . . . who is it? Yer can’t tell wi’ all that blood on ’im. See, Annie” – turning to her next-door neighbour – “gimmee a hand with ’im, fetch ’im inter my place. Oh, Blessed Mother, there’s another,” as a second man blundered from the warehouse, then a third, each one dripping blood and calling out hoarsely for help.


The yard was by this time full of men from the joiner’s shop, the mason’s shop, indeed every department at the glass works, all, that is, except the glasshouse. The men who worked there in the glasshouse cone which housed the furnace, the ‘blowers’, the ‘gatherers’, the ‘flashers’, the ‘flatteners’ and ‘pilers’, indeed all the men who were involved in the actual making of glass at the furnace, could not just run out into the yard willy-nilly whenever they had a fancy to. The aristocracy of the glass-making sphere, the skilled blower was involved in work that could not be put down and left while the man had a smoke or a glass of ale or popped his head out of the door to see what all the commotion was about. With eight or nine pounds of molten glass on the end of his blowpipe, ready to be rolled to and fro on a smooth iron plate, needing great skill and strength, the blower had to make sure the malleable glass did not come into contact with any other surface. Once started, the process continued until it was ready for the annealing chamber where the glass was very gradually cooled, an operation that could take from six to sixty hours depending on its weight.


The two young people, still hand-in-hand, watched the scene with mounting horror. A man crawled out from the warehouse doorway, his forearm held defensively against him, and when some woman went to him, hushing his piteous cries with sounds that soothed her children in the night, he was found to have misplaced his hand. Blood gushed from the mangled stump and the woman, not knowing what else to do for the poor bugger, wrapped it in her pinny. It was none too clean, for she had been blackleading her stove when the drama started but it was all she had. Another seemed to have had his ear sliced neatly away and many, hit by what must have been broken glass, had deep cuts about their faces, their brawny arms, only their sturdy flannel shirts saving them from worse injuries.


“Yer’d best get ’ome ter yer mam, Abby,” the boy said absently, his mind already intent on what he might do to be of help, turning to the girl who still clung to him. His was a protective manner, for surely a young lass as she was should not see such dreadful sights. It was turning his own stomach a bit and he was hard put not to vomit, but the girl remained where she was and when they brought Master Richard out, his slack figure carried on a frame, though his face was unmarked some sort of wrapping had been placed across his chest from beneath which blood seeped, he felt her sway. He was ready to sway himself, for he’d never seen so much blood in his life. Not just on the young master but on the other men who staggered from the warehouse. The crowd seemed to sigh collectively, for this was the son of Bradley Goodwin, the owner of Edge Bottom Glass Works, the son who held first place in his father’s heart. The only place, come to that, for he was an only child. This was the young man who would, with no effort on his part, inherit Edge Bottom. He was thirty-one years of age and due to be married in the spring to the daughter of a wealthy colliery owner, a grand lass by all accounts and a grand match for them both, but by the look of him, to those of a pessimistic, or should it be called realistic turn of mind, was unlikely to make it up the aisle then, or ever.


“It were the frames,” they heard one chap moan, not so badly injured as others but still in a state of shock. “Glass were stacked in’t frames, nigh on a dozen of ’em but some bloody thing set first one off and the whole lot went. Like a bloody row o’ dominoes. Oh, Jesus . . . lads between was crushed . . . glass crackin’ everywhere.”


“Never you mind, lad, let’s get yer . . .”


“We couldn’t see fer’t dust an’t noise were so loud . . .”


“We ’eard ’em go, lad, but never you mind. Yer can tell us later; it’s a doctor yer need.”


“I were near’t last one an’ managed ter jump clear but Master Richard got whole bloody lot on him.”


“Leave it, lad. He’s bein’ tekken care of.”


“We dragged ’im clear but ’is chest were caved in like an eggshell. Blessed Mother, ’e were squashed ter pulp.”


It was Mr Noah who pulled it all together, sending men who could ride a horse, one of them the mare Richard Goodwin had cantered into the yard this very morning, men with sweated faces and hair all awry, galloping off for the doctor, in fact more than one doctor if they could be found, for there were many men with injuries. The women had begun to run from their cottages, flinging off clutching, wailing children, running towards the warehouse with their hands to their mouths, their eyes wide and frightened, for several of them had men working in the building where the accident had happened. Noah Goodwin, engineer at Edge Bottom, was calm, decisive, pushing through the crowd, which stood in a silent, appalled group, speaking quietly, steadily, directing who was to go where, himself covered in the dense pall of dust which the fall of the heavy glass in their wooden frames had disturbed. It floated about the yard, obliterating the buildings so that those who were doing their best to get the injured from the warehouse and laid as gently as they could where the doctor might attend them, were forced to feel their way almost as though they had been blindfolded.


Abby found herself pressed against the wall of the second warehouse. Roddy, with a muttered word which she had not quite caught, had disappeared into the pall but some woman with a pile of sheets in her arms shouted at her as she ran by.


“Don’t just stand there, lass, gimme a hand wi’ these men. I need someone ter tear me sheets up though only the blessed Mother knows what I’ll put on me beds when all this is over. ’Appen the old master’ll put his hand in his pocket though this’ll knock stuffin’ out of him. Poor Master Richard . . .”


Abby followed the woman obediently, doing her best not to lose her in the dust-laden yard though by now the cloud was beginning to settle. “Is . . . he dead then?” she faltered.


“As good as, I heard. They’ve tekken him inter th’office, may the Holy Mother watch over him,” she said, crossing herself hastily. “But there’s others need bindin’ up an’ the doctors can’t be everywhere at once.”


Abby spent the next couple of hours running here and there at any woman’s bidding, fetching water and hastily contrived bandages, even kneeling at Martha Jolly’s command to hold some poor boy, no more than twelve or so, an apprentice who happened to be in the warehouse, not his usual place of work, when the tragedy happened. He was terribly cut about his face, a great gash above his eye which, in Mrs Jolly’s opinion, should be stitched and so, the doctors happening to be occupied elsewhere, she proceeded to do so, making a very neat job of it, for wasn’t she used to mending tears in her family’s clothing.


She found Roddy leaning against the office wall, himself streaked in blood, other men’s blood, for he had been helping to carry men to the tiny cottages where many of the workmen lived. Thirty of them had been erected on the extreme edge of the glass works, one of them the home of Roddy Baxter. He had been giving their wives a hand in getting them to bed, those who had not needed the services of the doctors. His young face was white and strained, as was hers, and smeared with blood where he had wiped the sweat from it. Abby brooded on the way the day, which had started out with so much secret excitement, could have changed in the space of half an hour into such horror.


They had been skating, she and Roddy, slipping away, he from his mam’s cottage in Edge Bottom Row, she from the labourer’s cottage in Sandy Lane, one of a row belonging to Mr Hodges of Updale Farm where her pa was a hedger and ditcher. Pa’s own family had come from Ireland when he was a boy during one of the never-ending famines back in the late twenties, the famines that were the scourge of the country. Many of the Irish, the Connors, the Doyles, the Murphys, the Gallaghans, had settled in St Helens, since it was no more than a twelve-mile tramp from Liverpool. They had travelled as deck cargo on the cattle steamers which had established a regular service across the Irish Sea, congregating in Greenbank, Smithy Brow-Parr and Gerard’s Bridge, shunned by the rest of the population, and were willing to take any man’s money for the lowliest job available. They brawled with one another and with the male population of St Helens, they drank and kept their pigs and it was said in the town that the Irishman loved his pig as the Arab his horse, eating with it, sleeping with it, his children playing with it and if food was short, which it frequently was, it was the pig who got it.


Her pa had been different. He did not fight nor drink and after what he had known as a lad in Connaught the cottage he and his family occupied was like a palace to him. There were ten of them, counting Mam and Pa, shoved higgledy-piggledy into the two rooms which would have been cramped with half the number. You stepped through the low front door into the kitchen, the only room on the ground floor, and up the steep, ladder-like stairs to a single bedroom. It was damp and to Betty Murphy, though she did her best to keep it, and them all, clean, it was an uphill fight. The walls were greyish green with mould and the floor was of plain earth. It was ill maintained, the accumulation of effluvia of old clothes and unwashed bodies, of smoky fires kept going by any fuel that came to hand, and of the potatoes that were the Murphy family’s staple diet. And yet compared to some it was a clean cottage. Her ma was a good worker, trudging up to the Bird in Hand Inn every day to stand at Mrs Thatcher’s dolly tub, washing and mangling, taking Dicky, the youngest at two years old, with her, while Pa laboured for ten bob a week in all weathers, clearing Mr Hodges’ ditches and mending Mr Hodges’ hedges. Abby herself worked in Mrs Hodges’ dairy and had done since she was ten years old and as a great favour to her mam, for whom Mrs Hodges had great admiration, she had been allowed to live out. Of course then, five years ago, there had been three fewer of them! Next week though, at Mrs Hodges’ insistence, she was to “live in”. Mam was unhappy about it, for Abby was a grand lass about the crowded cottage, caring for the little ones while Mam had a bit of a rest. Mam was thirty years old but looked more like fifty, her body so distorted by continuous pregnancies, six of which had ended in a miscarriage, it was difficult to tell with certainty whether she was carrying a child or not. Still, she was always unfailingly cheerful, optimistic and, as Mrs Hodges said to Mr Hodges a dozen times a week, the best worker she’d ever had and her lass was shaping to be the same!


Because of the coming change in her circumstances she had played truant from the dairy, claiming terrible cramps in her belly. Roddy had had no need for deception since he was on the last shift in the glasshouse cone. As a live-in dairymaid Abby was aware that she would be unable to get out as often to meet Roddy though he had promised, when the nights became lighter with the coming of spring, to walk across the fields to Sandy Lane and Updale Farm where it might be possible for her to slip out and meet him briefly.


This morning they had met at the corner of Sandy Lane, then, hand-in-hand, sauntered in the lovely, rose-pink dawn light of winter through the stretch of frost-timed wood that led up to Little Dam. The sun hovered at the back of the stark trees, the bare, frost-coated branches like white lace against the rose and duck-egg blue of the sky, the ferns and bracken frozen into stiff spears which were brilliant as the rising sun caught them. The trees flung deep shadows across the frosted ground and a faint mist hung, still and mysterious, about their legs. A fox had made his way along the track, leaving his paw marks in the thick white frost, and here and there pools of water had thin slicks of ice on them, some broken where the fox had drunk. It crunched beneath the iron soles of their sturdy clogs and their breath misted and mingled about their heads which were close together as they talked.


Roddy had made their “skates” from thin wedges of the hardest wood he could find in the sawmill, helped by old Jos Knowles, the head joiner, who knew a bit about wood, he told Roddy laconically. Jos, interested and not a little sceptical about this new pastime which was becoming increasingly popular in the hard winters known in these parts, had helped him to shape and fit the wooden skates on the bottom of their clogs. He was clever with his hands, was Roddy, though Jos, being a northcountry man, wouldn’t have said so for the world, and the contrivance was remarkably effective.


The frozen dam had stretched like a sheet of gold as the sun rose above the trees, the sun itself forming a pathway from one side to the other. The dam was surrounded by oak, birch and rowan, the berries on the latter glowing a deep orange-red in the sunlight. Holly bushes, again bright with the red of berries, and yew grew side by side, all clothed in the beauty of the winter, but the couple had eyes for no beauty but what they saw in each other. They were dressed warmly, for they were among the lucky ones who had decent jobs. Mrs Hodges could not bear to see her dairymaids suffering in the ice-cold conditions of the winter dairy and Mr Hodges had been known to grumble that had his wife had her own way she’d have put a fire in the dairy! But the dairymaids were supplied with warm flannel petticoats, good woollen gowns, plain, of course, shawls to wrap about themselves and mittens, of all things.


Roddy gave his mam ten shillings out of his fifteen shillings wages, buying his own clothing from the market in town. He was careful to purchase good hardwearing trousers, flannel shirts, a waistcoat that once might have belonged to the gentry in a bright canary yellow, over which he wore a jacket and a scarf, knitted by Abby, in a yellow to match his waistcoat. He looked very dashing against Abby’s rather sombre attire, but her young beauty, the brightness of her vivid hair, the brilliance of her blue-green eyes more than made up for any lack in her dress.


They had been the only ones on the frozen stretch of water for the first few hours, since this was a working day and those who ventured later to skate on the dam were among the lucky few who came from the wealthy and well placed of St Helens. The day was well under way before they left their warm beds.


Neither of them could skate and for the first hour they had spent most of their time on their bums, hauling one another to their feet, pulling and pushing, hanging on to one another and laughing hysterically, their eyes like diamonds in their rosy faces, two youngsters giving no thought to the responsibilities which were theirs. Roddy’s mam was a widow and would be hard pressed if her eldest son lost his job, for those who came after him could do little but rook-scaring and stone-picking in the fields about the town, as she did. They were a good deal younger than Roddy, for like most women in their world she had lost several in between to the prevalent fevers.


Abby at least had a mam and a pa, with Tommy and Bobby for the past three years working in Mr Hodges’ cowsheds, the others doing any menial job within their grasp, but she would still be in a great deal of trouble if Mrs Hodges, who was a kindly, maternal sort of a woman with no children of her own and a good mistress – which was why Abby had chanced this day – took it into her head to be harsh.


Abby Murphy loved Roddy Baxter and he loved her and one day they would marry, they both knew that, but until he had finished his seven-year apprenticeship at Edge Bottom and became one of the elite of the glass-blowing world they would wait and save, and not until he was able to support her and the children they would have would they marry. Neither could read nor write but they were hardworking, intelligent, practical, far-sighted beyond their years with great plans for their future and though it was hard at times to overcome the call of their young, healthy bodies, which clamoured to move on from chaste kisses and modest embraces, they were determined to do so. Their lives would not be as their parents’ were: a child every year, scraping together a few pennies for a new second-hand pair of clogs for a growing child, living on scraps, terrified of losing a job, making do on next to nothing, clutter and crowding in a clod cottage, sleeping four or more to a bed in the only solace known to the poor, which was sleep.


They became quite adept after an hour or two, skating hand-in-hand round and round the edge of the dam, moving in dizzying whirls as Roddy, as lads will, began to show off, twizzing her at the end of his two clasped hands so that her hair flew out like a banner. And what were a few bumps to him who worked in danger every day, danger from burns and falls and the extreme heat which drained the moisture out of you.


Reluctantly they had made their slow way back to Sandy Lane, laughing still.


“I reckon I’ll have more bruises than Jack Whistler after he come from the prize fightin’,” Roddy had remarked ruefully, rubbing his thigh. Then, turning to Abby, he smoothed his big-knuckled hand across her rosy cheek. “An’ I wouldn’t like ter have ter explain that there bruise yer got on yer cheek. By Gow, yer didn’t half come a cropper. It’s tekken a bit o’ skin off. What’ll yer say ter yer mam?”


“Never mind me mam. It’s Mrs Hodges that I’m bothered about. She’ll think someone’s landed me a fourpenny one. Anyroad, she’s not goin’ ter tekk up against me fer a bruise on me cheek when I’ve bin missin’ all day. That’s what she’ll be more bothered about. Poor old Agnes an’ Nancy’ll have had to do my work as well as their own.”


“Serve ’em right, lazy beggars. You do it all every other day.”


“Oh, they’re not so bad. An’ Mrs Hodges is a good mistress. I could do worse.”


“It’ll not be fer long, sweetheart. Three years ter go then I’ll be outer me apprenticeship an’ we’ll be wed. But Jesus wept, it’s hard ter . . . yer so lovely.”


He had begun to tremble as his hand moved into her hair which was the exact shade of the fox that had meandered through the wood earlier in the day. It hung to her waist, for her mam had refused ever to cut it, a tangle of thick curls which Mam seemed to love, rinsing it with chamomile which brought out its streaks of pale gold. She brushed it for her every night, smoothing it back from her wide, delicate brow, her eyes gazing at something it seemed only she could see. It had started the day falling in a plait from the crown of her head, thicker than Roddy’s wrist and so heavy it tipped her head back in a way that was almost queenly, but now it hung about her neck and shoulders like a living mantle. She walked like a queen, too, holding herself erect, not stiffly, but with the grace of a young deer Roddy had once seen on Lord Thornley’s estate.


He placed his flat lips against hers which were full, soft and moist, straining her to him, for he was a young man with a young man’s passionate needs and when she responded his hands began their journey to cup her face, his thumbs beneath her small chin, the nape of her neck where her hair snapped and curled about his fingers. Their kiss became deeper, caressing and folding, and they groaned together for it was hard, as hard as his erect manhood, to break apart. Delight ran through them, a dizzying delight that was as old as the human race, this meeting of male and female, this tenderness, this wild feeling that was becoming dangerously difficult to control. They were both breathing heavily when he reached up and dragged her hands from about his neck.


“Don’t, darlin’ . . . Jesus, I want yer an’ I know yer want me but we mun remember what we planned.” He began to smooth her hair back from her face, patting the shawl that had been tied round her shoulders as they skated and which had begun to slip away. He kissed her chastely on the brow, keeping his body well away from hers, for, like a young animal looking for comfort, she would keep trying to snuggle up to him.


“Roddy, I love yer . . .”


“I know, my lass, but we mun wait. When I’ve finished me apprenticeship we’ll be wed. I’ll be a glass-maker. I mean ter work hard an’ become a blower an’ bringin’ in forty shillings a week. Best paid workers in’t country, yer know that.” Which was true, for her own pa was paid a mere ten shillings a week though he did have a cottage as one of Mr Hodges’ labourers.


She sighed and leaned against him, but without that hot flame of desire that had flared through them and he held her gently, the flat plane of his lean cheek against the tangle of sweet-smelling curls on the top of her head. After a moment or two they parted and, clasping hands, began the walk back to their present life, leaving behind the dreams of their future.


And so it was they were there when the accident at Edge Bottom Glass Works occurred. The chaos that had reigned was easing. Those men who had needed sewing up had been hastily stitched. Men with broken limbs had been splinted and all about the place could be seen women offering themselves as crutches, small broken-down handcarts trundling those who lived off the premises to Greenbank or Gerard’s Bridge, for there were many Irishmen employed at Edge Bottom. The dust had settled and though there was a lot of activity about the warehouse where the accident had occurred, it had become relatively quiet. It was a Friday, a traditional day for pot-filling. The raw materials had been weighed, mixed and partly fused in an oven to liberate any gases and burn off impurities. Cullet was added and the batch was shovelled into the pots, allowing one load to melt down before the next was tipped. It was over the weekend that the furnace was tended by the teaser and by Monday morning the melting process would be complete and the glass fit to work. The men would begin work at six a.m. on Monday morning, working a ten-hour shift, the second shift would start at four p.m. on Tuesday, the third at two a.m. on Thursday and the fourth at noon on Friday, finishing work late on Friday. This left them with Saturday and Sunday completely free. It was not for nothing that the glass-makers were called the aristocracy of craftsmen.


Roddy stirred. Despite his youth and strength he was weary after the hectic activities of the day. First the skating, which had been no hardship, but then the frantic haste of helping men and their women to pull themselves round, the carrying of the injured, the careful handling of the chaos in the warehouse that had to be cleared up before any man could think of his bed.


It had begun to snow, soft, white flakes coming to rest on Abby’s tangled hair.


“Master Richard died,” he said simply. “They say all his ribs were crushed. Poor sod. I know he weren’t a young man” – for to Roddy Baxter thirty-one was ancient – “but it’s sad, in’t it. The old man’ll go mad.”


“Did anyone else . . . die?”


“No. Some bad injuries though. Andy Richards lost his hand.”


“How awful, an’ with all them children.”


“Aye, but yer’d best get home, my lass,” he murmured into her hair, “before this lot gets goin’.” He looked up into the leaden sky. “I’ll walk wi’ yer.”


“No, yer’ll not. I’ll cut across fields an’ be home in ten minutes.” She put up a tender hand to his tired face, then placed a kiss on the corner of his mouth.


“Now then you two,” someone shouted and they sprang apart, for they were still young enough to be embarrassed by a show of feelings in public.


“Right then, chuck. I wish yer’d let me walk . . .”


“No, I’ll see yer . . .”


“Termorrer?”


She managed a tired smile as she turned away. “That’s if Mrs Hodges is in a good mood.”
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When Abby entered the cottage Mam was bending over the kitchen fire stirring something in the big saucepan which was used for almost every cooking purpose, pans being expensive and therefore hard to come by. This time it was stew, made from the remains of the joint of beef eaten by the Hodges the previous Sunday. She was generous with leftovers was Mrs Hodges and there had been a few scraps of meat still clinging to the bone. To the stew were added the vegetables that Pa grew in the tiny square of garden at the rear of the cottage, those not eaten in the summer stored carefully for winter use. Potatoes, carrots, onions, leeks, cabbage, all carefully planted in every available inch of earth, row upon neat row, not one bit of space wasted, the soil fed by the muck which Declan Murphy brought by the bucket from the farm. As an Irishman his love of the land was born in him. He was mild-mannered, with the easy-going nature of his race but without the feisty inclination for arguments that was the trait of many of his countrymen. He was sitting in a broken-down rocking-chair, again a cast-off of Mrs Hodges, his boots and socks off, his bare feet to the glowing fire, for he had been out in the frosty fields since early morning and he was frozen to the marrow. That bloody Buttercup of Mr Hodges would keep breaking through the hedge, nobody knew why, and Declan was forever mending the damage she caused.


Ma turned in surprise, the spoon with which she was stirring the stew dripping juices on to the scrap of a rag rug before the fire.


“Yer ’ome early, chuck. Mrs ’Odges let yer go afore yer time?” She smiled at her daughter, a sweet smile and it was obvious that Abigail Murphy was exactly what her mother had been at the same age apart from the colour of her hair. Betty’s was grey now and scanty, just a trace of the honey brown it once had been, but she still had the high cheekbones, the long, firm mouth, the same delicate eyebrows and wide forehead, though it was scored with lines. She had lost most of her teeth and her cheeks had fallen in. But despite her ruined face and figure her eyes were quite beautiful. The same soft blue-green as Abby’s with a fan of long, dark brown lashes, and despite the constant anxiety of her life she had a kind, maternal look about her.


“There’s bin an accident,” Abby blurted out, closing the door behind her hastily, for they could not afford to lose the heat. Five children were already sitting up to the kitchen table, their wooden spoons in their hands, an expectant look on their young faces. Tommy and Bobby were not yet home but there was Albert who was nine and about to start in the cowsheds at Chadwick’s Farm just beyond the Bird in Hand, Cissie, seven, Sara-Ann, five, Freddy, four, and two-year-old Dicky. None of them was working yet apart from Cissie and Sara-Ann who were handy about Uplands Farm, rook-scaring, stone-picking, potato-gathering at the right season, keeping an eye on their Freddy, bringing in a few welcome pence for the family coffers.


They all turned to stare with interest at their sister. Pa sat up, leaving the rubbing of his frost-nipped toes though he was careful to keep them on the bit of rug.


Ma put her hand to her mouth. “Not Tommy . . . Bobby . . . ?” she quavered, for though she was overburdened with children she loved them all and would be devastated if anything happened to any one of them.


“No, at glass works.” Abby advanced further into the room and sat down suddenly on the bench that was set to one side of the table. She, like her father, was chilled to the bone and the shock of what she had seen that day had begun to set in. It had started out so lovely and finished in a nightmare of blood and screams, of agony and death. She began to shiver uncontrollably and at once her mother threw the spoon back into the saucepan and clutched her daughter to her.


“What is it, love, tell us. What ’appened? Not . . . not Roddy?” For they all knew of Abby’s partiality for the lad. They’d been close since they were nippers, had Abby and Roddy and made no secret of the fact that when they were old enough they’d be wed. “Let it out, lass, yer’ll feel better.” As long as it wasn’t one of hers Betty Murphy could stand anything her lass had to tell her but she did hope it wasn’t Roddy.


Abby sank into the comfort of her mam’s arms, pressing her face into the sagging bosom, her arms wrapped tight about her and clasped at her back. Mam smelled of fresh baked bread and the lavender that grew along the edges of Pa’s vegetable garden and which Betty collected and dried. She also smelled of woodsmoke, sweat, onions, clothing not laundered often enough, but then none of them got a decent bath from one month’s end to the other, except her, Abby, who was privileged to bathe once a week in Mrs Hodges’ tin bath in the dairy where hot water was in abundance. Dairymaids and the tools of their trade must be spotlessly clean or they could spoil the milk, sour the cream, turn the butter, and Mrs Hodges insisted that she, Agnes and Nancy must have an all-over wash and their working clothes went with hers and Jack’s into the wash which Abby’s mother laboured over.


“I don’t know exactly what ’appened,” Abby stuttered, for her teeth had begun to chatter. “Summat ter do wi’ warehouse. Big sheets o’ glass fell onter’t men, a lot of ’em . . . Oh, Mam, it were awful.” They were all so engrossed none of them thought to question why she was at the glass works and not in the dairy at Updale Farm.


“Blood . . . I never seen such blood. One chap’s ’and were chopped off.”


“Holy Mother save ’im.” Declan crossed himself, for though he no longer practised the faith in which he had been brought up the habits were ingrained in him.


“What a sight fer a lass ter see,” her mother murmured, holding her girl more closely to her.


“I ’elped ter bandage some of ’em an’ Mrs Jolly sewed up one lad, just a bit of a lad who kept cryin’ fer his mam.”


“Poor bairn . . .”


“There were doctors there from all over, it were awful, Mam. And poor Master Richard were killed, crushed under the weight.”


She felt her mother sway and the arms that were holding her so comfortingly fell away. Betty staggered back as though some unseen hand had pushed her and slowly, so slowly, she slid to the floor. Her face had lost every vestige of what colour she still had and her eyelids fluttered. At once they were all on their feet and Declan Murphy, in some corner of his mind that was always concerned with where the next penny was coming from, hoped the Blessed Mother was not to burden them with another child.


“Mam . . . Mam,” they were all crying, from the youngest to the eldest. Abby herself lifted Mam’s head from the dirt floor, patted her hands, smoothed her hair from her face, none of them knowing what to do, for their mam was the backbone of this family; she was the one to direct it and how could she when she lay senseless on the floor.


“See, our Albert, mekk a pot o’ tea. A real one,” by which Abby meant not one of those that used the precious tea leaves again and again. “Can yer lift her, Pa, put her in your chair.” For nobody but the head of the house sat in the rocking-chair. It did not matter that Betty Murphy worked as hard as he did, or that the children did their share, the rocking-chair was reserved for the man of the house. Mostly the others crowded round the table on the benches that surrounded it on four sides.


Mam was beginning to come round, making strange sounds in the back of her throat and Dicky began to cry. It was perhaps this that brought Betty Murphy from her strange faint, for her instinct was to nurture. She pulled the toddler on to her lap and buried his tearful face in her vast bosom. She did her best to smile though it was a ghastly parody of her usual cheerful, loving beam. She cuddled him to her, smoothing back the riot of tangled brown curls that swirled round his baby head, kissing him, holding out her hands to the others.


“Nay, I don’t know what come over me, I really don’t. ’Appen it were the terrible news.” Which was strange, for many a terrible thing had happened in Betty Murphy’s hard life and none of them had made her faint. She couldn’t even blame it on the change, which came to all women, for she was still only thirty. She only wished she could, then she would be sure that there would be no more babies in this house.


She drank the tea gratefully. Tea was a real heartener to women like her. She meant the tea that their Abby had poured out for her, hot, strong, with milk and sugar, not the weak dregs they usually drank, and though she was still pale she began to look better.


“Now then, let’s get our supper an’ then it’s time we was in our beds. Mrs Hodges wants me ter scrub out pantry an’ kitchen flags termorrer so we’d best get our rest or we’ll be fit fer nowt. See, our Cissie, hutch up an’ let our Abby put ’er bum down. Ah, ’ere’s the lads,” as Tommy and Bobby came noisily into the kitchen, their thin faces red and chapped, their hands tucked into their armpits. Like Abby, they suffered from chilblains but Mrs Hodges, good soul that she was, provided them with goose grease to prevent them from cracking and bleeding. As Betty Murphy settled down in the biggest bed with Dicky between her and Declan, she gave silent thanks to the good God who had led the Murphy family to Updale Farm and the benevolence of Jack and Aggie Hodges. The rest of them, boys on one palliasse on the floor, girls on another, sighed and shifted as they settled to sleep and it was only as she drifted off herself that it occurred to her to wonder what the dickens their Abby was doing at Edge Bottom Glass Works when she should have been hard at work in the dairy of Aggie Hodges.


The glass works was closed on the day of the funeral. Richard Goodwin was buried in the family plot in the corner of the graveyard of St Thomas’ Church. Next to him were his grandfather, Tobias, and his great-grandfather for whom he had been named. There were others, Eleanor, Francis, William, George, Anne, Simeon, Margaret, Mary, Albert, all wives or children of past Goodwins, the names repeated as an infant died and the next to be born was given the deceased’s name. All had ornate headstones of gold-lettered marble, as the Goodwins had been wealthy for many generations, and above them a great hawthorn tree reared its leafless crown, its branches stripped bare by the winter wind and frost, but which in summer was smothered in clusters of pale pink flowers and in autumn with berries known as haws. Its trunk was gnarled, twisted and furrowed, like the angry old man who stood at his son’s graveside and cursed the world, his rage terrifyingly awesome, and those about the graveyard, and there was a great multitude, wondered what he would do with his glass works and his money now that he had no one to step into his shoes.


It was noticed, as he climbed from his carriage, that he glared about him, his sharp eyes assessing every face, making a note of who was there and who was not, who had come to pay their last respects to his son and who had had the temerity to ignore his importance. The road to the church was lined on both sides with black-draped carriages and from them stepped top-hatted, black-gloved gentlemen, their wives in black crepe and mourning veils, for none of the businessmen of St Helens dared offend Bradley Goodwin. He had an iron in every fire in the town, so to speak, and there were not a few who would find it all up brew from here on, as they said in these parts, if he withdrew his support. Every man who worked for him, and many who didn’t but hoped to, crowded the churchyard, so many that they could not fit into the church. Among them were Abby Murphy and her mother, for, surprisingly, Mam had stated a wish to see Master Richard laid to rest.


“What the divil for?” Pa had questioned. “Sure an’ what was ’e ter’ the likes of us?” But Mam had her way. They stood on the edge of the huge crowd, their heads bowed and wrapped in their shawls, their clogged feet deep in the wet grass. Mam seemed to cling to her as the coffin was lowered into the deep black hole, but the old man never wavered though it was noticed that Noah Goodwin, who was related in some way, offered his arm which was waved roughly away. He planted his feet foursquare on the ground, his mouth twisting into a grimace of what might have been hatred at the gods who had taken his lad, an old, desolate man, unutterably bitter, alone. For a moment Abby felt sorry for him, then it was over and the mourners began to thread their way through the gravestones towards the lych gate.


It had begun to rain and Mam urged her through the crowd, eager to get back to her warm kitchen.


“Come on, chuck, we’ll be soggin wet threw if we don’t get a move on. Why does it always rain at funerals?”


The town of St Helens was once described as a village and a town but that was before ugly urbanisation came to lay siege to it. It was set on a piece of level ground surrounded by a few gentle hills, like a set of tumbled bricks set in a shallow bowl, and on a weekday was seldom without its overhanging acrid cloud of smoke. There were irregular rows of brick houses, churches with square towers, tall chimneys vomiting smoke and conical glasshouses giving out occasional bright flashes of flame, for St Helens was a glass-making town. The smells from the chemical works were obnoxious and the clang of hammers ringing against iron hurt the ear. The streets had been laid out with what seemed to be no particular plan, some built up on one side only, leaving vacant spaces of ground where ragged, barefoot children and mangy dogs played in the pools of stagnant, disease-ridden water that collected there.


And yet take a step away from this and at once the surrounding areas became pleasantly rural, a short walk bringing those with the desire for fresh air and exercise to the gentle hills, to pleasing country walks along lanes whose hedges were heavily laden in summer with may blossom and submerged by a rising tide of growth. Sweet Cecily, fragrant with the scent of aniseed, stood waist high, almost blocking the cottages and sunken lanes, along with hedge parsley, which Betty Murphy made up into a potion to alleviate the painful monthly cramps suffered by her daughter. There was dock and nettle, meadow cranesbill for the relief of sore throats and mouth ulcers, ragwort, foxglove and willowherb, colours and fragrances that made the senses swoon. Honeysuckle and wild guelder roses could still be found, with elderberry and wild angelica in blossom. Climb a small incline and the rambling panorama of hedged fields was spread out like a colourful handkerchief, fields red with poppies, yellow with corn and barley, green with the neat lines of potatoes and beet, for this was farming country.


It began over a hundred years ago. Richard Goodwin the first and his forefathers had lived as small but prosperous farmers in the foothills of the Pennines, laying claim to more and more land and becoming even more wealthy. Looking round for some suitable investment Richard found himself in St Helens. And so he was one of the first to begin what was to overtake farming in his life in the middle of the eighteenth century, with a small bottle-making factory on the very site where Edge Bottom Glass Works now stood. Being an astute businessman, for even in farming a man needed a good head on his shoulders to get anywhere, he had looked about him and sensed that here was the beginning of what would one day be a thriving industry. Everything that was needed for the making and selling of glass, of any sort, was to hand, though the early glass-makers were not very particular about the quality of their product with a virtual monopoly in the area they supplied. There were canal communications with London, vast quantities of sand, which was admirably suited for glass-making, and coal. With the building of mills and factories, warehouses, shops, came the cottages to house the thousands who flocked there in search of work; with their numbers increasing the need for glass, the industry grew with its market and with it the change from bottle-making to the production of window glass was introduced at Edge Bottom Glass Works.


Richard’s son Tobias took over from his father in the late eighteenth century and it was he who largely replaced what had always been produced by his father: domestic glazing by glass made in a completely different way. This was known as crown glass. Instead of the glass being blown into a cylinder it was formed into the shape of a small pear until it produced a sphere which was then flattened, opened out – or flashed – into a flat circular plate which could extend up to sixty inches in diameter. This was known as a table of crown glass. It was of a superior quality to the cylinder glass and the business begun by Richard Goodwin expanded, and Tobias Goodwin learned to call himself one of the wealthiest men in St Helens. Not only wealthy but influential, powerful in the town with an iron in many a fire, a respected man of business. It seemed that each generation was stronger than its predecessor. More vigorous, more ambitious, more far-sighted, more astute, so that the business grew with the years. They were alike in many ways: big men in youth, turned heavy in middle age, full-blooded, hearty of appetite. Bradley, son of Tobias, was taller than any of them, convinced, presumably because of those who had gone before him, that he was invincible, perhaps even immortal.


But in one respect, at least in the eyes of other men, and perhaps secretly in their own though they would not admit it, they were somewhat of a failure. Each master through the decades to Bradley had bred only one child, thankfully a son. Enough to carry on, certainly, to inherit, but in these days of sudden infant death, it was considered wise to have one or two to spare, so to speak. It was with this in mind that the future wife for young Master Richard had been chosen. A well-bred young lady from a wealthy and, more importantly, a large family of brothers and sisters. One of eleven which surely boded well for the continuation of the Goodwin line.


At the beginning of the century Tobias had married, not a lady in the genteel sense but somewhat above him in station. She had taste and discernment and Tobias had built Edge Bottom House where he brought his bride. She had helped to plan it, from its construction to its decor. It was large enough to shelter the great brood of sons and daughters she and Tobias meant to have. It was a gracious, stone-built house with, naturally, many fine windows and graceful chimneys, set in five acres of garden where, on a fine summer’s evening, Tobias could sit and smoke a cigar and gaze across the intervening fields with great satisfaction at his cone chimneys, his warehouses, the discreetly placed rows of cottages which housed many of his employees. But like his father before him he sired only one son!


And now that son, Bradley Goodwin, sat in his lovely house, alone but for the handsome housekeeper, Mrs Harriet Pearson, he had employed when his wife died some years ago. She was thirty years younger than he was and had he been anyone else but Bradley Goodwin there would have been talk, but, despite her attractions which had led to the services she performed for her master, she was a superb housekeeper. The servants, the cook, the kitchen- and parlour-maids were firmly under her command, for she was, to all intents and purposes, and for the moment, mistress of Edge Bottom House. She had held it all together when Richard had been killed and was the only one who could control Bradley Goodwin when, shouting with gigantic fury and grief since he had lost his only son, he rampaged through the house. He had terrified the servants, threatening them with dismissal should one of them happen to meet him on the stairs. Only Mrs Pearson seemed unafraid, coaxing him to his room and doing there whatever was needed to console him, the kitchen-maids shuddering as they imagined what that might be!


But now it was April and Bradley walked across the fields each day to oversee the running of his glass works, for the bloody thing wouldn’t run itself, he was heard to snarl at his young engineer. With Richard gone he had been forced to come out of the semi-retirement he had begun to enjoy, but on this fine day he had ordered up his carriage for the first time since January.


“Wheer’s he off?” Olly, one of the grooms asked in amazement when Ruby ran across the stable yard to inform him that the carriage was needed at ten o’clock.


“Nay, don’t ask me. ’Appen church. It is Sunday.”


“Church! He never goes ter church.”


“Well, he don’t tekk me into ’is confidence, Olly Preston. Why don’t yer ask him when he comes out.” Ruby tossed her pretty head haughtily and Olly watched in admiration, for he was sweet on Ruby and longed only for her to feel the same about him.


“I might at that,” he answered, and they laughed, both of them knowing he would do no such thing.


The lane from the gate of Edge Bottom House led westwards through the burgeoning spring growth that lined it. It was a beautiful morning, the hawthorns coming into full blow, ox-eye daisies beginning to open in hayfields, cuckoos calling to one another and cattle lowing as they moved slowly about the grassy fields, a plaintive sound, though what they had to be sad about Olly, who was a country man, couldn’t imagine. Fed on the lush greenery of well-tended meadows, nothing to do but eat and laze about and he wished he might do the same. Not that Mr Goodwin was a tyrant, as far as the grooms were concerned, for now that Master Richard had gone, so had the saddle horses and Olly and Clem had little to do except pretend to be working should the master take it into his head to stroll out and look at them. This was a real surprise, this jaunt out this morning and even yet he was not sure where they were going.


Sandy Lane, into which he had been ordered to turn, was narrow and deep-rutted. It, like all the country lanes beyond the town, was overhung with the blooming spring greenery. Olly, for lack of any further instructions, continued past a closed gateway set in the hedge and across a little stream, if it could be called that, for it was almost dry with no more than a trickle of water still shining over the rounded pebbles in the middle of the dry, cracked-mud bed. There were cows, their tails lazily twitching, peering over the hedge as though word had got out that an important personage was to pass along this way and they were afraid they might miss it.


They came to a row of dilapidated cottages in front of which several children played a vigorous game of some sort. There was a line of washing hanging to the side of the last one and as the carriage drew near, to the stunned amazement of the children who all froze at the sight of it, a young girl came out and stood on the doorstep. She had bare feet and wore an apron of sorts over a clean but much mended cotton dress.


“Mam ses yer’ve ter come in at once, our Cissie. You too, Sara-Ann. Dinner’s on’t table an’ yer’ve not ter let it get cold . . .” Her flow of words came to a faltering stop as she too caught sight of the carriage.


Olly waited for some sort of command from his employer, for surely this was not his destination but with a sharp word Bradley Goodwin brought him to a halt.


“This will do, Oliver,” he barked, sitting for several moments while the groom drew the horses to a halt, climbed down from his seat and opened the carriage door. The old man stepped out of his grand carriage, the likes of which had never been seen by the inhabitants of Sandy Lane cottages, here or indeed anywhere, and stood looking about him.


The girl in the doorway gaped and behind her a voice stressed that she was to “shut bloody door” but she was so astonished she merely stood with her hand on the latch and stared at the old gentleman who stared back.


The voice that had spoken at the back of the girl suddenly transformed itself into a woman, a seemingly old woman with greying hair and a shapeless figure. She stood beside the girl, her hand to her eyebrows, shading her eyes from the low sun’s glare and what she saw so evidently alarmed her, every vestige of colour in her face, which was not a lot to begin with, drained away so that it resembled a suet pudding. She made some sound, a sort of moan, and though she did not exactly crumble she was seen to lean heavily against the rotting door frame. The old gentleman watched and at his back Olly moved to protect his master’s carriage and his master’s fine carriage horses from the attentions of the now unfrozen and inquisitive children.


“Get away from there,” he bellowed, as one lad laid a hand on the shining rump of Hercules who twitched nervously away. “Get off, yer cheeky little beggars. Them’s valuable hanimals an’ don’t like handling by them they don’t know.”


The old gentleman and the old woman stared at one another and when he began to move towards her front door she put out a hand as though to ward off a blow. The girl beside her watched her with total bewilderment, then turned her attention to the Old gentleman who looked strangely familiar to her though she could not at that moment have said from where.


Abby reached out and took her mam’s hand; again she could not have explained why except that Mam seemed to be mazed, her mind to be meandering between terror and horror. She appeared to be shrinking in front of her daughter’s very eyes. She looked as though she might faint again.


“What the divil’s goin’ on?” her pa’s voice asked behind her. “By all that’s holy yer’d think we’d coals ter chuck away, so yer would, wi’t door open wide an’—” At the sight of the old gentleman he stopped in mid-sentence, his childhood memories of fear, fear of the landlord or his agent, carrying him back in time, for surely this was one or the other.


“What . . . ?” Betty began bravely, her voice wobbling, what teeth she had left doing their best not to chatter, so great was her fear and her hand gripped her daughter’s so fiercely Abby winced.


“I’ve come for what’s mine,” the old man said harshly, amazing Declan Murphy, Abby Murphy, the fascinated children and most of the occupants of the cottages who had come out to watch. What could the Murphy family possibly have that this old man should want? They were all as poor as church mice, just about managing to subsist above starvation level and he was clothed in the best, driving in a carriage drawn by magnificent horses and obviously had never been hungry in his life. They did not know who he was, for most of them had barely been beyond the end of Sandy Lane in their lives. Not even to one of the three fairs that took place in St Helens every year.


“Please . . . oh, please, Mr Goodwin,” Betty quavered, “please . . . no . . .”


“Don’t waste your breath, madam. I’ve come for my granddaughter so kindly get her ready.”
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Noah Goodwin studied himself critically in the long cheval mirror that stood in the corner of his bedroom. The room was small and sparsely furnished and the mirror looked out of place, for it was a handsome piece of furniture come from Yorkshire as part of his mother’s dowry. It was all that was left, the rest having been sold to feed his father’s addiction for gambling, to keep an expensive mistress in a villa on the edge of Liverpool and to live grandly, which he could not afford to do. The room, as bare as that of a housemaid’s, contained, besides the mirror, a pine chest of drawers on which stood a ewer and basin, plain and functional, a towel stand holding two white towels, a small wardrobe and a chair. On the floor was a rag rug. It was evident that a great deal of scouring and dusting and polishing had taken place, for it was achingly clean. On the single iron bedstead lay a lumpy flock mattress covered by an exquisite, hand-sewn quilt with a pattern of birds, lover’s knots and flowers, stitched by Joanna Goodwin before she gave up hope of a husband!


Noah adjusted his snowy cravat, which his sister had laundered and ironed to perfection, pretending to her friends and callers that the job had been performed by the maid of all work, the only servant they could afford. Just as she pretended that the cakes and biscuits she served to them had been baked by the same half-witted girl, a pretence that fooled no one! Joanna had a strict code of conduct, a great deal of pride and a very small income on which to support it, the income derived by her brother from his work at the Edge Bottom Glass Works where he was employed as an engineer by Bradley Goodwin.


Noah frowned as he tweaked again at his cravat and studied intently his plum-coloured jacket, his dove-grey trousers and his tucked and pleated shirt which was as snowy a white as his cravat. His boots were highly polished and his hands were scrupulously manicured. He was undeniably handsome with the Goodwin build but leaner, finer than Bradley or Richard. His eyes were dark, almost black, and his hair was the rich colour of the polished mahogany table that had once stood in his mother’s dining-room. He was shrewd, cunning, ambitious, which was why he had accepted Bradley Goodwin’s offer of a position as engineer at the Edge Bottom Glass Works. It was not exactly clear to his employees what his relationship to the old man was. His grandfather and Richard Goodwin’s grandfather had been brothers; Bradley had been cousin to Noah’s father Jonathan, who could have lived comfortably on the profits of his small but prosperous coffiery but who had gambled it all away.


Noah did not mean to do the same. He had returned to St Helens in his early twenties, his apprenticeship to a Liverpool engineering firm completed, interesting himself in processing glass. He spent hours after his day’s work in the laboratory at Edge Bottom, working far into the night to improve apparatus for grinding, smoothing and polishing plate glass, crown glass and sheet glass, taking out a patent which Bradley Goodwin chose to ignore, calling it a damn fool idea. He was not employed to experiment, Bradley thundered, but to put in a fair day’s work for a fair day’s pay and it was of no interest to him that the young idiot spent most of his evenings perfecting his invention and therefore could not be said to be wasting Bradley’s time and money. And no, he did not care to be bored with details of Noah’s ideas for the design of a new flattening kiln, he told him peevishly. A flattening kiln did what its name described, flattened the sheet of glass; had his son lived and come to him with Noah’s suggestions they would have been greeted with cries of joy and amazement at the cleverness of the lad, but this was not the case with Noah. The old man was soured, jealous of Noah’s ingeniousness, his health, his looks, and in the months following Richard’s death he was seen to brood for hours on end, no doubt on the future of his glass works, for who was to inherit it now, those about him asked one another.


No one had a keener interest than Noah Goodwin. He had been summoned to Edge Bottom House, not to dine, but to discuss something of great importance and he could feel the excitement seething through his veins, pumping with his own hot blood. Was this what he had been waiting for ever since the day of the accident? A chance perhaps to . . . what? He dared not put into words what was in his heart, but it was certainly not to be at the beck and call of the old man for the rest of his days. He had known right from the beginning when he had accepted the old man’s invitation to work at Edge Bottom that it would not be for ever. With Richard standing in his way there was nothing for him here, but it had been a chance to work in a decent laboratory on his own inventions and one day, perhaps when the old man had gone and Richard, a young, go-ahead man, was in charge, he would have a chance to put his ideas into production. But was this now the moment? Was the old man, who had told everyone who came to sympathise with him on his loss to leave him alone, about to make some decision that would affect himself? The old man had been heard to mutter, talking to himself as the old do, that he was not down yet, that he was not broken yet and surely that could only mean one thing. That Noah Goodwin was to take the place of the dead Richard?


Giving himself another critical look, he turned away from the mirror and ran down the narrow staircase to the even narrower hallway. Joanna waited there for him, his well-brushed top hat in her hands. She helped him on with his greatcoat, her hands lingering for a moment on his shoulders.


“Good luck,” she said, for she of all people as his sister knew of his hopes. She made no attempt to kiss him, for they were not a demonstrative couple but he knew she was, as she had always been, firmly behind him. They had stood together ever since their mother had died, of a broken heart, Edge Bottom said, all that was left of the half a dozen babies Amelia Goodwin had borne and seen die. Noah had been her last and, her husband having very little interest in anything beyond the turn of a card or the running of a horse, had left the naming of his son to his mother. Noah was derived, she had read, from the Hebrew meaning “to comfort” and that was what he had been to her until she went to her grave.


He walked up from Mill Brook Cottage where he and Joanna had spent their days since old Jonathan had died, the property belonging to Bradley Goodwin and meant for an overseer but grudgingly rented to his distant relative. It was but a short step along an overgrown lane already becoming deep in convolvulus to Edge Bottom House and on to the Edge Bottom Glass Works. This evening, instead of continuing on to the works, he turned in at the tall wooden gate that was let into an archway, covered at this time of the year by an explosion of yellow forsythia. The bush had been carefully trained by the Goodwin gardener to creep over the archway set in a high stone wall which surrounded Bradley Goodwin’s home. It was almost dark and the garden was but a vast shadowy square where deeper shadows loomed, trees and shrubs, two wrought-iron garden seats, flowerbeds and a great oak tree which was said to have been ancient when George I was on the throne.


Noah crossed the lawn to reach the paved pathway that led to the arched front door of the house. Yellow lights showed in most of the windows, warm and mysterious against the twilight sky. Bradley Goodwin was not a miser where his own comfort was concerned and Noah knew that there would also be fires in most of the rooms. Smoke drifted from chimneys, trailing in the almost windless night against the darkening sky, which was pricked by a few early stars. He knocked, using the heavy brass head of a thistle with which it had pleased the dead Mrs Bradley Goodwin to decorate her door.


A smart housemaid opened the door to him, immaculate in her black dress and white apron. On her head was a frilled, rather attractive white mob-cap. She bobbed an automatic curtsey.


“Good evening, sir,” she said, reaching out to take his hat and coat.


“Good evening, Kitty,” he answered and was rewarded with a pleased smile. There were not many gentlemen callers, especially young ones, who remembered the names of Mr Goodwin’s maids, unless they were pretty, of course, which Kitty was not. She had been with the Goodwin family since the old gentleman had married, coming as a ten-year-old scullery-maid. She had been in the kitchens on the night the young master was born, and all the other babies who had come and as quickly gone, but this one, a relative in a roundabout way, was a charmer when he wanted to be. He seemed to be in high spirits and what would he say when he saw what awaited him in the drawing-room?


“This way, sir. Mr Goodwin . . . and . . . er . . . is in the drawing-room.” She opened the door for him, ushering him over the threshold, longing to hang about and see what was to happen; after all she was almost one of the family but she knew Mrs Pearson would have something to say if she did not immediately return to the kitchen.


He did not at first notice the still figure crouched in the chair opposite the old man, or if he did his whole being was so concentrated on the old man himself, trying to read by his expression what was in his mind, he overlooked her. The fleeting glance he did manage showed that she was young, a child really and he could see she was very frightened.


“Come in, come in,” the old man said irritably, before he had time to wonder. “Don’t just stand there with your mouth open.” He waved his hand towards the sofa which faced the fire. “Sit down, for God’s sake. I want to talk to you.”


Hiding his astonishment, not at the idea that the old man wanted to talk to him, though that had come as a surprise, but at the sight of the child in the chair, he sat where he was told.


“Sir?” he questioned.


The girl cowered even further in her chair. She was dressed, as far as he could see, in a plain grey cotton dress, rather short, which revealed her bare ankles – and clogs! The shawl, which she huddled about herself, was also drab but as she moved her head, looking fearfully from him to the old man, the light caught her hair and for a moment he was mesmerised. It was the most beautiful colour. There was copper in it, like that of a fox but there were also streaks of gold and cinnamon and amber. It was long; he could see the curling ends of it protruding from below her buttocks against the cushions of the chair, thick and springing. Her face was in shadow but there was something in it he thought he recognised.


The old man laughed. “You see it too,” he remarked genially. “And well you might, for this is my granddaughter. Aye, Richard’s lass and about to become a member of—”


The girl sprang up and Noah saw at once that she was not as young as he had thought. Fear had made her vulnerable, as a child might be in an unfamiliar situation, but this was no child. Her figure was that of a woman, high-breasted with a narrow waist and slender hips. But she was still young and very, very mad!


“I am not yer granddaughter, yer daft old man,” she shouted. “Me name’s Abigail Murphy. Me mam’s Betty Murphy an’ me pa’s Declan Murphy. An’ I’ll not bide ’ere another—”


“Spirited too, which is all to the good, don’t you think, Noah Goodwin? What I have in mind requires a woman with a bit of life in her, for she’ll need it if she’s to overcome—”


“What the devil are yer talkin’ about? Yer nobbut a crazy old fool, fetchin’ me from me family an’ why I let yer’s a mystery ter me.” She pulled her shawl about her with a grand gesture and swung towards the door, her magnificent hair swinging with her, but the old man merely chuckled as though she had pleased him inordinately.


“I had hair that colour once,” he remarked confidentially, “though Richard’s was more . . . well, ginger, I suppose you’d call it.” The girl had begun to stride across the thick carpet with the evident intention of leaving but suddenly the old man stood up, his huge bulk barring her way, his seamed face menacing and she stopped abruptly.


“Sit down, girl,” Bradley Goodwin snarled, “and do as you’re told.” But instead of returning to her chair as many a lesser female might have done she faced up to him and Noah knew at once that this girl was indeed what the old man said she was.


He spoke for the first time, his voice mild though his heart was pounding, for he knew that this was going to be of importance to him in some way. Why had he been invited here otherwise? “May I ask what is happening here, Mr Goodwin, and more to the point why I am included?”


“Aye, you may ask and happen I’ll tell you when this lass does as she’s told. Sit down, I say.”


“No, I will not. I want ter go ’ome an’ if yer don’t get out of me way I’ll scream the bloody place down. I don’t know why I let yer bring me ’ere in the first place.” When she thought back she could only assume that she had been so stunned she would have gone anywhere with anyone. But now she had come to her senses and was having none of this daftness!


Her mind returned her to that moment in the cluttered kitchen of her home with Mam on her knees, well, almost on her knees, begging the old man for something. Tears were streaming down her face and she held out her clasped hands in a plea so pitiful Dicky began to cry in sympathy. They were all there, crowding into the cottage, mouths agape, the splendour of the horse and carriage quite forgotten at the sight of the gentleman entering their humble home.


“What the divil’s goin’ on ’ere?” Pa was blustering but he was of the class that did not question the gentry and his attempt to do so was half-hearted. The old gentleman ignored him. He was looking at her, his eyes running over her in a way that in a younger man might have been offensive and it was then that the great terror struck her and took away her senses.


“Madam,” the old man was saying in that particularly sarcastic way the gentry have with those they believe are beneath them, “you know and I know that this girl does not belong to you. She is a Goodwin—”


“No, please,” Mam screamed and poor Dicky cowered back against Cissie who happened to be the nearer. His mam was not his mam at the moment. “She’s bin wi’ me for nearly sixteen years. She knows nowt else.”


“She’ll learn.”


“Sir, please . . . don’t tekk ’er away from ’er family.”


“I am her family and mean her to—”


“Yer can’t. She doesn’t know, yer see, an’ the shock’ll turn ’er ’ead.”


“Don’t be so ridiculous. She is my son’s daughter. I mean to adopt her. What better life could she have than the granddaughter to the wealthiest man in Edge Bottom? She’ll have the best of everything, education, mix with decent company, dress as she should, all the things she would never have if she remains with you.”


“She’s our lass. We love ’er.”


The old man sneered. “Love, like you have here, you mean,” looking round the untidy cottage. “A life of drudgery with a labouring man. A child every year, living on the edge of poverty.”


“Now then,” Declan Murphy began, “an’ what’s wrong wi’ bein’ a labourin’ man? ’Tis ’onest work, so it is, an’—”


“I’m not here to argue with you. The girl is my blood, the daughter of my son and I mean to adopt her, bring her up—”



“Bring ’er up,” Betty Murphy shrieked. “We brung ’er up. She’s nearly sixteen not a babby. I’m not goin’ ter let yer tekk ’er. She’s ours not yourn.”


“I think you may have trouble proving that, madam. I have conferred with a lawyer on this. The authorities are more likely to believe my story than yours, whatever that might be. What possible reason would I have for taking a girl from the family into which she had been born if she was not connected to me in some way? You only have to look at her to see she is different to the rest of you. Her hair, for instance, is the same colour as mine when I was younger—”


“We don’t know that.”


“And she is finer than these others.” Which was true, for the Murphys were all tow-headed, pale-eyed, somewhat scrawny like their father.


Bradley Goodwin turned to his granddaughter. “Do you believe me when I say you are not related to these . . . these persons. My son – he was only sixteen himself – got a child on a woman, a girl, and you are the result. We – my wife was alive at the time – decided that . . . well, it was not unusual for a lad to sow his wild oats, but we could not acknowledge that child . . . the scandal; but believe me when I tell you, you do not belong here and so I propose to . . . to tell the world who you are and train you . . . have you trained to become a true Goodwin. You will have . . . Do you understand, girl?”


His old face was as hard as flint and as immovable. He would have his own way, it said, and these people who were nothing to him would be swept away like so much discarded chaff if they made a fuss. She nodded. She was almost senseless with shock and the great dark confusion that had come upon her. Her mam was still screaming, the children crying, Pa babbling on about nothing at all, but she allowed herself to be led, just as she was, into the old man’s carriage. She trembled violently; her face was as white as alabaster, her eyes enormous blue-green caverns, tears which she had not known she was shedding slipping from them. The old man had not spoken again and now here she was in this room, with a strange, younger man regarding her and the man who said he was her grandfather barring her escape.


“Get out o’ me way,” she told him, “or I’ll—”


“Scream the place down! Yes, you told me, but won’t you sit down first and listen to me?” The old man’s face had softened imperceptibly and she found herself returning to the chair from which she had risen. She would not stay, of course. Mam would be worried sick, and though it was dark now she meant to hurry home and reassure her that the old gentleman was talking nonsense. She was Abigail Murphy, dairymaid to Mrs Hodges at Updale Farm where she would be ready to milk the cows first thing in the morning. The old man must be off his head, but as she looked about her, having calmed herself down with these thoughts, a picture above the fireplace caught her eye, a picture of a young boy in a fancy suit made from some material she had never before seen. He was a handsome boy, smiling just a little and about his head rioted a mop of short red curls. The face was familiar to her, for did she not see it every day in Mam’s bit of broken mirror in which she checked that she was tidy before she set off for Updale. The picture fascinated her though, and as the old man talked and she glanced curiously about her at the rest of the room, her eyes kept returning to it.


“That was your father,” the old man said, evidently noticing where she was looking. “He was only a child, six or seven, but you must surely see the resemblance.”


The second man suddenly sprang to his feet and Abby and the old man turned abruptly to look at him.


“Am I to believe, sir, that you are claiming that this . . . this girl is your . . . your granddaughter?” His face was like bleached bone and his eyes, which were such a deep brown as to be almost black, seemed to have sunk into the sockets of his strong face. The scorching heat of his apparent anger surprised them both, for what had he to be angry about? He began to stride about the room, almost blundering into several small occasional tables. Bradley Goodwin held a glass of brandy in his hand but he had not offered one to Noah; now, without being invited, he moved to the table by the fireside and poured himself a glass, drinking it straight down then pouring himself another. Bradley watched him with amusement. Noah had been in this room more than once and without so much as a by your leave he strode to the fireplace, took a cigar from the massive gold and onyx cigar box, lit it with a taper, inhaled deeply and blew smoke towards the ceiling. He seemed suddenly to be in command of himself again and Bradley smiled.


“Have you finished?” he asked lazily.


“For the moment,” Noah answered.


Bradley’s smile deepened. “Don’t worry, my boy, you are not to be . . . deposed, is that the word? I have plans for you, as well as the girl, but that is for later. It’s getting late and I’m sure the girl . . .” He turned to Abby who blinked. “By the way, what did you say your name was? Did your . . . did the woman at Sandy Lane say?”


“D’yer mean me mam?”


He winced. “Yes, I suppose I do.”


“Abby. Abigail, but everyone calls me Abby.”


“I shall call you Abigail. We all will.” He reached out and pulled something that hung beside his chair and within seconds the door opened and an attractive woman entered.


“Yes, sir?” she enquired. She was dressed entirely in black. She was thirty years younger than her employer and far too good-looking for her own good but she was evidently a servant. Around her slender waist was a wide belt from which hung her badge of office, known as a châtelaine. Hanging from it were keys, a tiny pair of silver scissors, a thimble, a notebook and pencil, also silver, and, an indication of her nature, a tiny scent bottle.


“My granddaughter is tired, Mrs Pearson. Show her to the room that has been prepared for her and make sure she has everything she requires.”


If Mrs Pearson was surprised she did not show it. Without altering a muscle of her smooth face she said, “Come this way, miss,” turned towards the door, and, surprisingly, Abby went with her. The two men watched her go, then, when the door had closed behind her, the old man leaned forward and tapped Noah on the knee.


“Now then, lad, here’s what I intend.”


The room to which the woman in black showed her was so lovely Abby felt a moment’s regret at what she must do. Downstairs, being in such a state of shock, she had noticed nothing beyond shapes, rich panelling, glowing fires, lamps, deep carpets, mirrors. She had sat in a wide chair of the utmost comfort but it had all seemed shadowy, muted, just images on the periphery of her vision. But here, in this room where the woman took her, were light, pale colours, warmth, with creamy lace and a pale duck-egg blue carpet on which she hardly dared place her clogs, the ones that stepped through the muck of Mr Hodges’ cow yard. There were curtains at the window, soft and fine, the same colour as the carpet, tied back with pale blue ribbons, and on the wall, which was papered in cream printed with tiny bluebirds, hung pictures. Pictures of flowers and birds and one with a great expanse of water with boats on it. Delicate and misted, and reflected in the glass which fronted them, were the flames of the fire dancing a warm and merry jig in the white fireplace. There were several bowls of flowers, roses, roses in April, and others which she did not recognise, unaware that they had come from Bradley Goodwin’s conservatory.


“Would you like to bathe?” the woman asked politely, her eyes straying to Abby’s bare ankles.
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