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I would like to dedicate this book to all
the ladies who have written to me saying they
enjoy what I write, and even those who haven’t.





Promises Lost



‘It was he who told me that we should wait until we are married before we . . .’


‘Before you what?’ The air was quite electric, nasty with Alice’s breathless insistence on worming from her sister everything there was to know about her and Jack. Sara trembled like some wilting flower which has been caught in a fierce wind.


‘Nothing . . . nothing. We love one another.’


‘Love one another! You make me feel sick, Sara Hamilton. How could you possibly love that person? Dear God, have you no shame?’


Sara’s face cleared and became filled with a light which was lovely to see.


‘There is nothing shameful in loving a man, Alice, nor in having a man love you . . .’
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1


The two girls were picking blackberries when the gang of men came upon them. They were extremely pretty girls, one about fifteen or so, the other a few years older, with hair so rich and tawny the sun’s rays seemed to set it alight; but where one had hers fastened at the back of her head in a neat chignon, the other’s hung, curling and heavy, about her shoulders and down her back, falling across her small breasts in a gleaming curtain of copper.


They were absorbed in their task, their heads constantly turning this way and that, their eyes darting along the thickly branched hedgerow in their search for the most luscious fruit and they did not notice the men as they came round the bend which led from Lane End towards Wray Green.


The smaller of the girls had a crooked walking stick for reaching the higher fruits and there was a smear of blackberry juice at the corner of her plump, pink mouth. The berries she and her sister picked were dark, heavy and glistening in the sunshine.


“I wish I’d tied my hair up, Alice,” the men heard her say.


“I did tell you but as usual you wouldn’t listen,” Alice replied tartly.


“It’s just that it wouldn’t have dried so quickly if I had. You know what it’s like when it’s been washed. The only trouble is I can’t see what I’m doing. I’ll be in the hedge in a minute.”


“I did warn you, Sara. Why don’t you tuck it behind your ears? You look like a gypsy with it hanging about you like that. What if someone should see you?”


“Who, for goodness sake?”


“One never knows who one will meet, Sara. I have told you time and time again a lady should always be groomed as though guests were expected.”


“Oh Ally! We’re blackberrying for heaven’s sake.”


“It doesn’t matter.”


There was silence again as the girl with the stick lifted it above her glowing head, dragging at a heavily laden branch.


“Why are the best ones always at the top,” she gasped, wincing as her flesh snagged on a sharp prickle. “Dammit!”


“Sara! How many times must I tell you, ladies do not swear, ever, and where you pick up such language is beyond me.”


“Father says it, Ally. You’ve heard him yourself.”


“That doesn’t mean you may, Sara Hamilton, and if you don’t stop eating those blackberries there won’t be enough for Dolly to make a pie let alone jam.”


The men had stopped, those trailing at the back of the group colliding into those at the front but they began to smile and elbow one another as they saw the girls. The very air about them became electric with their male excitement. The dust in the rutted lane was soft and thick, rising in little puffs as they moved, muffling the sound of their approach and the two girls continued to gather the fruit, unaware as yet of their presence. There were a dozen of them, big men with broad shoulders, sturdy legs and strong, thick-muscled bare arms and they walked arrogantly, evidently considering themselves to be a cut above other men, their heads high, their gaze insolent.


Their dress was distinctive, almost a uniform in its similarity, each man wearing a pair of moleskin trousers, a double canvas shirt, a white felt hat with the brim jauntily turned up and a gaudy neckerchief apiece. Only in their waistcoats did they differ from one another, for though the cut was the same, each one was of a different rainbow hue. They were well scrubbed, some shaven, shorn and barbered for what was obviously a special occasion, others smooth-faced, one or two with thick, ferociously curling full beards.


The girls suddenly stopped what they were doing as they sensed they were no longer alone. They turned at the same time and, seeing the men, shrank back together in visible alarm. The golden-honey flush of their sun-warmed faces paled and they clutched the baskets in which they had been collecting the blackberries to their breasts as though they might afford them some protection. They both took a step backwards, moving deeper into the dry ditch which ran beside the lane and the hems of their light summer dresses were hidden in an eruption of white meadowsweet, golden buttercups and the bright crimson of poppies.


It was autumn and on either side of the bramble hedges stretched golden fields ready for the harvesters. The dusty stream of the lane flowed to the right and the left between hedgerows heavy with fruit, not just blackberry, but sloe, thick and purple-clustered. The sun was hot and the day was still but for the chattering of the finches which flashed about the ditch and hedge further up the lane. It remained still but the stillness was abruptly laced with tension, with a menace which could be felt by both the girls and they huddled even closer together.


“Now then, there’s a foine soight to be sure.” The voice of the man who spoke was soft and lilting with the unmistakable brogue of the Irish in it but its softness did nothing to dispel the alarm of the two girls.


“Ye’re roight there, Racer. I’ve not seen a foiner since that maid we persuaded ter be friendly . . . sure an’ when was it then? Aye, I have it now, so I have. T’was at the fair when we was in Preston. That’d be a month or two back, I’m thinkin’, an’ a roight owd shindig it caused, an’ all. Jesus, Mary an’ Joseph, I nearly had me jaw broke, so I did, by that boyo who thought she were his. I can still feel that . . .”


“Never mind yer bloody jaw, Billyo, an’ let’s not be dwellin’ on the charms of another lass when sure haven’t we the two prettiest little darlin’s I’ve clapped eyes on in many a long day right here ter hand, so ter speak. An’ all alone too. Now then, Alice, was it? Would yer not loike it foine if we was ter help the pair o’ ye wi’ yer blackberryin’, if yer catch me drift.”


He winked lewdly. The smaller girl put her hand to her mouth, doing her best to press herself even further back into the long, supple stems and dense leaves of the hedge. There were hooked prickles on the stems which caught at the smooth, bare flesh of her arms and tender neck, raising tiny specks of blood but she was unaware of the pain as the greater threat began to move, almost as one man, slowly towards her. They were smiling, that mindless smile of anticipation the male hunter assumes as it approaches its female prey, not even aware that they were doing it really, not sure as yet how exactly they meant to proceed with these two defenceless girls but knowing they intended having a bit of fun while they did it. They wouldn’t harm them, not really harm them, for they were only young lasses, but perhaps a kiss or two, a joke, a bit of a lark before the really serious business of enjoying themselves at the ale-house in Kirkham began. The Bowling Green was where they were headed but a small diversion on the way would not be unwelcome. It was the end of the month, pay day and they were off on a randy and what better way to start it than with the novelty these two lasses promised. They were not drunk yet. That would be rectified when they reached Kirkham which was no more than a mile from the railway track they themselves had helped to lay.


They were taken aback and not a little amused when the older girl squared her shoulders and stepped forward boldly, rather in the manner of an indignant governess facing up to a pack of rebellious schoolboys. Her chin rose and her eyes snapped with the light of pure outrage. Her first nervous alarm appeared, at least for the moment, to have dissipated. She still had her basket in one hand and taking the stick from the limp grasp of her sister, clasped it firmly in the other, brandishing it with the apparent intention of braining any man who moved an inch towards her.


“Get out of my way,” she told them fiercely, turning to look from one to another, from one rough and covetous face to another while beside her Sara did the same, searching for something, perhaps a man not quite so . . . so . . . she didn’t even know what word to use to describe what she meant for she was young and had been reared in ignorance of men’s ways. And these were no ordinary men. Hadn’t everyone in the county of Lancashire heard what happened when navvies went on the riot? Though Sara had been only a child when the Preston to Wyre railway line was built, the opening of which had taken place five years ago in 1840, she dimly remembered the outrage and – in deference to her youth and innocence – the whispered comments of those who had lived beside the violence it had created. Tales of drinking and brawling, of theft, of men humiliated and women insulted. Tales of gangs of navvies overwhelming the ale-houses in the villages along the track, fighting and swearing and disrupting the quiet lives of those who had known nothing more dangerous before their arrival than a bit of poaching and an occasional show of harmless fisticuffs when the inn discharged its customers. Nothing was safe from them, nothing. Not property, not livestock, and certainly not women!


It was the age of the railway. Only twenty-three years ago a crowd of three hundred shouting, singing navvies had helped to lay the first rail of the Stockton and Darlington Railway and eight years later in 1830 when the Liverpool and Manchester line was opened it was hailed, and rightly so, as one of the greatest feats of engineering of its time. Now, just over twenty years from the start of that first line there were no fewer than three thousand miles of railway track up and down the country. Two hundred thousand men employed, it was said, men who, when one track was finished, went on the tramp to find another. Labouring men who grew into an élite group called “navvies”, from the word “navigator” given to the canal builders of the previous century and inherited by the men of the railways. Labourers, true, but not to be confused with the rabble of common workmen whom, the navvies boasted and with truth, they could out-work, out-drink and out-fight any day of the week. They came from Ireland and Scotland, Lancashire and Lincolnshire and Yorkshire, hard men and often brutal, criminals, a few of them, for the railway was a refuge in which it was easy to hide. They had false names, nicknames such as “Tramp”, “Redhead”, “Bible John” and “Happy Peter” and no questions were asked of them as long as they looked powerful enough to do the hardest, the most hazardous work in the country. They followed the rail wherever it went, working with one contractor until he ran out of work or higher wages were promised elsewhere. Two and sixpence or three shillings a day was considered fair and now, with what was left after the “Tommy shop” had been paid jingling in their pockets, these men were off to spend it and, more than likely, none of them would return to his job until every last penny was gone. A navvie was paid once a month and not being of a thrifty nature nor inclined to save for the future, he lived on credit until pay day. A subsistence allowance, in the form of a ticket which could be exchanged for goods at the Tommy, or Truck shop, was given to him by the “ganger” in charge. At the end of the month the value of the ticket the navvieman had received was deducted from his wages, often leaving him as badly off as he had been before he was paid.


Nevertheless these men had a few bob left in their pockets and were bent on spending them as fast as they could swill ale down their throats! It was September. They had come, some of them, with their ganger direct from the building of the track between Manchester and Sheffield which was to be opened for traffic in December. They had, at least in this group, survived the construction of the infamous Woodhead Tunnel through high and wild moorland where the wind was bitter even on the mildest day. One thousand men living in forty stone shelters in the bleakest bit of the rough Pennine country, but they had come through and were now to begin work on the small branch line which, its owners seeking to develop the “excursion” trade, was to run from the Preston and Wyre Railway, leaving the main line at Kirkham and moving across flat country to the small fishing hamlet of Lytham. Excursions were the thing now, cheap and very popular with the masses who, until the advent of the railway, had never been further than their own back street in their lives. “Cheap trips”, such as the one in which two thousand Sunday school children and their teachers had descended on Fleetwood in one day!


The building of the Lytham branch line would be like a holiday after the Woodhead Tunnel, the navvies told one another cheerfully, for the hardships they had suffered there had been appalling and what better way to begin than with what was left of their wages burning a hole in their pockets and two pretty girls to have some fun with?


The men began to move in that aimless, shifting way animals employ, one following another, standing, moving from foot to foot, each man waiting for the next to make a move, grinning foolishly as the one at the front who had been addressed as Racer held out a placatory hand to help the girls from the ditch.


“Will yer not let me help ye up, me pretty?” he leered, his eyes on the girl called Sara, the young one. “Step up ’ere an’ let’s be havin’ a look at ye, an’ yer bonny sister. She is yer sister, in’t she? To be sure ye’re the spit of each other even if she is a bit prim fer my taste. Now you . . . will yer look at that hair, boyos. Have yer ever seen the loike of it ’ceptin’ on an angel in heaven? Like a new guinea piece, so it is, shinin’ in the sun an’ I’ve a moind ter . . .”


Before he had even finished speaking Alice lashed out with her stick and the blackberries in her basket went flying with the violence of her movement. Racer only grinned, revealing the stumps of his rotting teeth. Sara recoiled, moving rapidly from alarm to blind terror. Her eyes were enormous in her white face, the clear pale green of them becoming unfocused as the pupils narrowed to pinpoints.


“Well now, she’ve some spirit, an’t she, lads?” Racer said, referring to Alice. He winked over his shoulder at the circle of flushed faces behind him. “T’other’s a mite quiet but we’ll alter that, won’t we? Sure an’ won’t yer say good-day to us, girleen? We mean yer no harm, do we, boys?”


“You touch me or my sister and I’ll split your head open with this stick. How dare you threaten us. My father will have the law on you if you don’t let us by at once.” Alice was beside herself. She was a lady and did not take kindly to being spoken to by ruffians and though she was often irritated beyond measure by her young sister, and by what she considered to be her unladylike behaviour at times, she was not about to let anyone insult her as this fellow appeared to be doing. Sara was what Alice called “soft”, a trait Alice deplored but she was Alice’s sister and not to be addressed by any common labourer who came along. She held the stick in her two hands now, swinging it from side to side, shifting from foot to foot, ready to strike out at any hand which attempted to lay itself on Sara or herself. They were no more than a hundred yards from the small house in which she, Sara, their father and their servant Dolly Watson lived and if she were to shout loud enough Father would hear her, but the trouble was Father was not there and Dolly was subject to the intermittent and convenient deafness of the elderly. Father had dawdled off an hour ago on his placid old mare to visit Fanny Suthurst who lived on the far side of Wray Green. A bad attack of the rheumatics, Fanny had, or so she said, though Alice was of the opinion that the old crone called the doctor out merely for a bit of company. This last attack had seized her up “something chronic” she said, so that she could barely move and though there was little Father could do, after all Fanny was over eighty, he had explained in his kindly, patient way, “soft” like Sara, just the sight of him would give her comfort since it was a signal that help was at hand, which was half the battle. A great one for faith, was Father, though Alice had no time for it, and it was his belief that if a patient was treated as though he or she were important, he or she instantly felt better. Twaddle, Alice privately thought it. Fanny wouldn’t be able to afford his fee, naturally, but, like many a dozen of his patients, would offer in payment a neatly plucked chicken or a rabbit one of her grandsons had trapped and skinned, a practice Alice deplored since a skinned rabbit or a plucked chicken was useless when it came to paying coal bills or providing a much-needed pair of shoes for either her or Sara.


The face Sara Hamilton looked for, the expression she looked for, leaped out from the rest and though she was doing her best to withdraw from this terror which had come upon her, she made herself painstakingly fasten on it. It was younger than the others and though not handsome in the classic sense it had a boyish appeal, an engaging good-humoured look about it which was very reassuring. A face which had not yet completely matured into manhood but strong and with something about it which said its owner was not one to be meddled with lightly. The jaw was blunt-angled, the mouth was firm and, at this moment, unsmiling, the lips somewhat flattened as they pressed against his teeth in a grimace of disapproval. The skin was smoothly shaven and a deep amber brown. The thickly lashed, narrowed eyes were a warm copper colour, like those of the marmalade cat which was for ever under Dolly’s feet in the kitchen, she grumbled. He was, unlike the others, hatless, and his hair, though he had evidently made some effort with water and comb, fell about his head in a riotous mop of sun-glinted chestnut curls. He was taller than the rest, the length of him in perfect proportion to his weight. Tall, straight-boned, his body shaped by his trade to that of a strong and healthy young animal, he stood at the back of the group, hesitating, not sure what to do, only knowing it must be something.


Please . . . her eyes beseeched him, recognising what was in him and it was as though she had spoken out loud, as though the thoughts in her head were in his, her feelings of terror and outrage felt by him, a link forged between them at precisely that moment which neither was yet aware of. There was an endearing smear of blackberry juice at the corner of her soft mouth and Jack distinctly felt his carefree, young man’s heart flip over! She looked so frightened, her eyes enormous in her small, pointed face, trembling away from the threat of what he and the other men might do to her. He wanted to stride forward, take her in his arms, protect and soothe her and tell her she had nothing to fear, ever, while Jack Andrews was about, but of course that would not do.


Instead he grinned, his square white teeth startling in his brown face. Shoving his big hands deep into his trouser pockets, he sauntered through the group of men in front of him, pushing carelessly aside those who got in his way as though any offence he might give was of no consequence since his fate was sealed anyway. With unhurried composure he turned his back on the two girls so that he stood face to face with Racer. He braced his well-muscled shoulders which had not yet quite gained their full strength, the power which would one day be his, and his amiable grin deepened.


Racer, shorter, squatter, was forced to glare up at Jack which set the Irishman at a slight disadvantage and his expression became irritable. His thick neck was the same width as his head which sat in the centre of his shoulders like a cannon-ball. He had the massive build and the scarred, knocked-about face of a man who has been in many brawls, winning most, and the picture he and the younger man presented was of a bull mastiff being challenged by a sleek and impudent whippet. He looked perplexed. He studied the other man’s smiling face, evidently expecting some witticism for Jack Andrews was known for his humour. They all liked Jack despite the fact that he was not Irish as they were for nothing was too much trouble for him. He worked alongside them and did more than his share. He was always the first to help a mate in need, to put his hand in his pocket towards the “tramping bob” collected for a destitute navvieman. Only a farthing or two from each man in the gang but enough to make up the shilling which was customary to help another on the tramp to find work. And he’d bought Racer many a jug of ale when Racer was skint. There was great loyalty and comradeship amongst the men who worked on the railways. They might be looked on as troublemakers – and frequently were – a malevolent scourge by the villagers and farmers who lived in the vicinity of the track-laying but amongst their own they were steadfast, always standing shoulder to shoulder against outsiders.


Jack Andrews was such a man. He was as fond of a drink as the next man, could sweet-talk a pretty woman with the rest, though not with such force, and would get into a fight, particularly if his mates were involved, as willingly as any other. He was not what Racer and Billyo called a “serious” brawler, for his sense of humour and fair play and what he smilingly called his “conscience”, whatever that was, often got in his way, but he never interfered with or tried to restrain the others when they were excited by the liquor they poured down their throats.


So what was up with him now? Why was he standing there, smiling cheerfully, his eyes glowing with goodwill, blocking Racer’s view of the two tasty wenches with whom he meant to spend an enjoyable half-hour or so. Heaven-sent, these two were, as was any wandering female who crossed Racer’s path. You didn’t often find village or farm women out alone since their menfolk kept them close when chaps like himself and his gang were on the randy and Racer meant to make the most of the opportunity. There were women in the camp, “wives” of the navvies who followed their men from shanty town to shanty town, bearing them child after child but they were not available to any man except the one with whom they had “jumped the brush”. These two were!


“Now then, Jack, step outa me way, there’s a good lad fer I mean ter show these pretty lasses how an Irishman treats a lady.” He turned to wink again at his comrades and they nudged one another, grinning lewdly.


“Yer surprise me, Racer, ‘onest yer do. Why yer should weant ter be troublin’ these . . . these young ladies” – turning to bow in the direction of the two wide-eyed girls – “when there’s a real woman waitin’ for yer at Bowling Green is summat I can’t understand. Kitty’ll have bin on pins fer hours, dyin’ fer a sight of yer ugly mug an’ if yer don’t look sharp I reckon she’ll be up them dancers wi’ French Joe an’ then where’ll yer be.”


He continued to grin lazily but there was a certain tension about his mouth and his eyes were deep and watchful.


“Sure an’ what the ’ell do I care fer that owd slag when there’s two dainty little pieces ter me hand, Jack Andrews. So stand aside, lad, an’ let the dog see the rabbits.” He couldn’t have chosen a more apt illustration for both Sara and Alice were staring at him with the wide, unblinking eyes of hypnotised animals caught in a trap.


Jack would not give up. ‘These two’ll be no fun, Racer, believe me. Look at ’em . . .” and a dozen pair of eyes did so, studying with avid interest the softly budding breasts, the tiny waist and neatly curving hips of the younger girl, the more mature fullness of the elder. They were both dressed in white, plain and modest, their dresses of fine cotton material. The younger had a sash of apple green velvet about her waist. The only incongruous note to their comely appearance were the sturdy black boots on their feet.


In direct contrast to the menace in the dusty lane, the flesh-crawling emotions of fear, of excitement and anticipation, the sunlight fell in a slumbrous golden haze in which midges danced madly and bees droned as they blundered from flower to flower. It was hot and tranquil, a day to lie and dream amongst the yellow wheat ears which moved gently on the far side of the hedge. A day to breathe in the silky fragrance of the fading summer, the sweetness which broods breathlessly on an unexpectedly warm autumn afternoon. A solitary robin sang and two fields away a team of red oxen pulled a plough, the rattling of their chains clearly heard on the peaceful air. A far cry indeed from the violence which threatened to spill over in the lane at this inflammable moment.


Racer was becoming impatient and beside him Billyo’s face took on the truculent expression the others knew only too well. He and Racer were a well-matched pair, strangely alike in appearance, though if what Racer had between his ears could be so described, he was the “brains” of the two. Racer began arguments, fights, brawls, or indeed any activity which was to hand, be it at work or play and Billyo followed.


“Bugger off out of it, Jack. Sure an’ if yer don’t fancy a bit o’ fun then leave it ter those as do. Go on, be on yer way. Me an’ Billyo an’ the rest only want ter be friendly wi’ these bonny colleens but if yer not interested then don’t stop those who is.”


Jack sighed and took his hands out of his pockets. Big hands they were and already balling into fists though he still smiled, a merry smile that brought forth an answer from several of the less vicious of the men. There were one or two who were not as brutalised as Racer and Billyo and they were a mite uneasy at the thought of interfering with these two terrified lasses. You could tell they were decent girls, not like many of the buxom country women who, bored with the rustic charms of farm labourers, thatchers and hedgers, welcomed the attentions of the bold Irish, enjoying their wit, their roguish impertinence and were only too happy to be seduced by it.


“Don’t bother with ’em Racer,” Jack said softly. “See, little ’un’s no more ’n a bairn.” As he spoke and as though to emphasise his words he turned to Sara and Alice who, despite her growing terror, still brandished her stick, ready to use it if she got the chance. The men at his back did not see his lips move nor hear the words he mouthed at her.


“When I move, lass, take yer sister an’ run like t’wind fer home.” Alice blinked then nodded briefly to show she understood, and Jack thanked God for her quick intelligence.


“Ter the devil wi’ yer, Jack Andrews,” Racer roared, “yer nothin’ but a great windbag wi’ nowt in yer pants ter show yer a man an’ I’ll thank yer not ter interfere, so I will. If yer’ve not the stomach fer a wee bit o’ fun then step aside unless yer askin’ fer a fight.”


“Now yer come ter mention it, Racer, I reckon I might be.” To the amazement of the rest of the men and indeed Racer himself, Jack smiled warmly and so did they for there was nothing – apart from a lassie with her legs open to them – they liked better than a brawl. In fact, if they had to choose between the two they would be hard pressed to say which appealed to their masculine nature the most. The girls, for the moment, could be put to one side, so to speak, for wouldn’t they soil be there in the short space of time it would take Racer to flatten Jack Andrews. He could look after himself, could Jack and was a grand fellow to have at your back in any kind of set-to. He was handy with his fists but the bull-like strength of Racer would overwhelm him before he could so much as brandish them. And then there was Billyo, for it would not be a fair fight, man to man, but a free-for-all in which any man might take part.


Turning away from the girls, the men moved into the customary shuffling circle which forms when one male is about to take on another and as they did so Jack drew back a fist as hard as the iron rails he himself helped to lay and drove it with all his young strength into Racer’s enormous stomach, doubling him up and driving the breath out of his body with a gasp.


At once Alice abandoned the stick, and took hold of her sister’s arm, dragging her for several yards along the bottom of the ditch. Clambering up its side, her left hand grappling with her long skirt, she heaved the almost senseless Sara along with her, racing her up the lane towards safety. Their pounding feet raised a soft milky dust as they ran.


Racer was still hanging with his head between his knees and so did not see them go but Billyo did and at once he began to bellow like a wounded animal. Unfortunately, so slow moving was his brain he could not quite make up his mind what to do next, chase the girls or reach for Jack Andrews and by then it was too late. The others, themselves bewildered by the turn of events, watched open-mouthed for several lost moments as the girls disappeared, then, in frustrated rage, they turned almost as one man on Jack Andrews, the source of their blighted hopes. A couple of them dithered in the direction in which the girls had gone, but the sharp slap of flesh on flesh brought them eagerly back to what was, after all, at least for now, their favourite occupation.


They began, slowly, to murder Jack Andrews. They were mindless, maddened not so much by the loss of the girls, for there would always be women to be found somewhere but by the simple and brutal pleasure they took in pitting their strength against Jack’s.


He did not go down lightly. He was strong and young and the very number of them helped him at first to defend himself. Fists aimed at him hit another by mistake, who in turn struck out in response and for several minutes there were two or three disgruntled scraps going on round Jack, Racer and Billyo who were the main protagonists. The two older men were panting, slit-eyed, beyond reason as they rained hammer blows on the younger, striking Jack’s flesh in obscene unison, trampling on him with their hobnailed boots when he went down, dragging him upright in order to knock him down again, mangling and mauling him as they slowly reduced him to a bundle of wheezing, bleeding rags.


It would have gone on until all life had left him. Racer and Billyo had gone out of control and those who might have attempted to restrain them were themselves involved in their own grievances.


When the horse and rider erupted explosively among them they were confused and alarmed, though still aiming blows at one another as was their habit.


“What the devil is going on here?” a voice thundered. “Stop that at once, d’you hear me.” Though they were not the sort of men to heed authority, especially when their bloodlust was up, something they recognised in the voice of the man who spoke seemed to send a message to their inflamed minds and all of them, with the exception of Racer and Billyo, slowly fell away from one another and stepped reluctantly back from the scene of the carnage.


The horseman, though he himself was not a man of violence, to which anyone in the village of Wray Green would testify, knew his mare would instinctively avoid the man on the ground as he drove the animal at the two who were still steadfastly engaged in kicking him to death. With another roar he and the horse sent them both toppling backwards into the dust of the lane, but like beasts they turned in his direction. A man, a horse, a raging tiger for that matter, it was all the same to Racer and Billyo. Something to take the iron blows, the lethal feet, the butting heads, even the snapping teeth they were both determined to inflict on someone and for several moments it looked as though not only Jack Andrews but the horseman and his mare would be finished by the red-misted murder in the hearts of the two deranged Irishmen.


But as quickly as it had begun it was over. They took some handling, did Racer and Billyo, the combined strength of the remainder of the gang finally overwhelming them. By the time they were able to see him clearly the horseman had dismounted and was bending over the recumbent figure on the ground. They shook their heads to clear their brains and almost at once the navvies were miraculously transformed from brutish brawlers to the sheepish status of schoolboys who had been caught in an unruly schoolyard game of fisticuffs. And the wafer-thin, elderly man who had ridden the mare at them was the incredible cause of the transformation. They waited humbly for him to speak.


“Here, you two,” he called, unafraid of their dreadful appearance, their purpling eyes, bloody noses and cut lips. “Lift this lad . . . gently, dammit and take him . . . for god’s sake I said lift him gently. I don’t like the look of that leg . . . My house is just up the lane. Tell my servant to have a bed ready in the kitchen, she’ll know what you mean . . . that’s it . . . carefully, carefully, and the rest of you can get on your way and be quick about it. I’ve never seen such disgraceful behaviour in my life.”


“Sony, Doctor . . . begorra, we’d no idea, had we, Paddy . . . will yer not let . . .?”


“I’m not concerned with your regrets and I don’t want to know why you were beating this man to a bloody pulp but let me say this. It’s pretty obvious you’re off on a randy. Now I don’t care what you do to each other but if I find you have interfered with anyone in this village the next time I am called to that camp of yours to set a broken bone I shall be forced to refuse. Do I make myself clear?”


“Yer do that, Doctor . . .”


“Aye, ter be sure . . . sorry, Doctor . . . sorry . . .”


“Sure an’ we meant no harm, not really . . .”


They all – except Racer and Billyo – cast agonised glances in the direction the girls had gone, hoping to God and the Holy Mother that they were nothing to do with this man, for without his ministrations many of the men who had worked on the Preston to Wyre line would be unemployable. The work was dangerous. Gangs of men, half disciplined, if at all, hacked away at great banks of earth which promptly fell in on them. There were explosions, for the men were careless, casually smoking their pipes near open barrels of gunpowder. Trucks were derailed, pinning boys beneath them and stone fell in cuttings, crushing the fragile bones of arms and legs. Navvies had a kind of unspoken bravado, a daring which caused accidents where none should be and it was this man, this doctor, unlike many others of his kind, who turned out time and time again to put them to rights. Usually so mild-mannered, here he was shouting the odds about Jack Andrews who looked as though he’d never get to his feet again! Glory be to God, what if he should find out about the two wee girls who were obviously inhabitants of Wray Green? Thanks to the Holy Mother they hadn’t touched them. Aye, and thanks be to Jack Andrews, poor sod, who didn’t look as though he’d last the day, God love ’im.
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He was stark naked when he came to, bound firmly as though with ropes beneath crisp white sheets which smelled of soap and the fragrance of fresh ironing. The combination brought back memories of his mother as she bent over the enormous pine table in the centre of the kitchen which was the glowing heart of the cottage where he had been brought up. She would be “giving what for” to the newly washed shirts he and his brothers had worn and which moments before had been whipped in from the clothes line which stretched from post to post across the back of the cottage. Snapping in the brisk wind they would have been, the wind which always blew across the peaks and moorland in which the village of Woodhead was set. Four vigorously laundered shirts standing out like flags amongst the pegged sheets which would be placed so as modestly to hide her own pair of bloomers and stays. His mother was a Lancashire woman, constrained and hardworking and a fiend with the wash-tub. She could not abide muck. Muck was her enemy and no matter where it landed she attacked it with relish.


“Let’s have that shirt off thi’, our Jack,” she’d say in her broad-vowelled northern accent. “Tha’ looks as though tha’s bin down’t coal pit, so tha’ does, an’ only clean on this mornin’.” She would cluck her tongue reprovingly. “An’ whilst I’m at it the rest on yer can strip off an’ all. Clean ’uns are fresh ironed an’ airin’ by’t fire.”


“Aah, Mam . . .” they would all protest half-heartedly, knowing it would do no good. Down the track one of them would be sent to the racing deluge of Withens brook to fetch the water and before you could say “soap” it would be heating on the fire which was never allowed to go out. If none of them was about she could be seen – unlike many of her slatternly neighbours – at all hours of the day tramping sturdily down the track with her empty buckets and up it again, more slowly, when they were filled. She was always at it, washing and scrubbing and polishing, proud of her spotless doorsteps, her shining windows which winked in the sunlight, the neat net curtains, carefully darned again and again, which she had brought with her from Manchester on her marriage. Proud of the high gloss on her mahogany chiffonier which had once belonged to her mother in the tiny cold parlour, the gleaming brass face on the tall clock and the beautifully embroidered red velvet cushions – done by herself as a small girl – on her sturdy kitchen chairs.


Madge Andrews, Madge Broadbent as she had been then, had, in many folk’s opinion and particularly her father’s, come down in the world when she married handsome, red-haired Chris Andrews, for she had been the only daughter of a small but respectable cotton agent and could have done better for herself. She could read and write and, her mother being dead, had run her father’s home conscientiously and to perfection, seeing to him and her brothers’ needs until dashing Chris Andrews had come into her life and swept her off her normally steady and circumspect feet. Chris had been no more than what her father sneeringly called “an odd job” man doing a bit of casual joinery at the offices in Lower Mosley Street, with no particular trade and with no intention of learning one, preferring, he said winningly, to be his own gaffer. That was what he was, winning, charming, warm-hearted and Jack’s mother loved him until the day he died of a fever, regretting nothing she had relinquished for him though he had, in turn, given her nothing but four strapping sons, hardship and his total devotion.


Jack was the youngest of Madge Andrews’s boys. He was ten years old when his father died, his brothers Harry, Will and George twelve, fourteen and sixteen respectively. They were all working by then, even Jack doing a bit of stone-picking or rook-scaring, for Chris Andrews’s careless application to his position of “man of all trades master of none” had brought in barely enough to feed himself and Madge, let alone four sturdy boys with appetites to match. Chris did a bit of fence-mending, ditch-digging, clock-repairing, patching up farm implements, but mostly the men in the villages and farms saw to their own repairs and when he died his “wage” was hardly missed.


The three older boys had become farm labourers, Harry and Will over at Great Hill Farm and George further down the valley at High Shine Farm. The cottage in which the family lived was rented to them by the farmer at High Shine and because George, who was then sixteen, was courting the farmer’s dairymaid, they were given permission to remain there. When he was eighteen, the farmer said, knowing he had a good steady worker in both George and his Emily, and were married, the cottage would be theirs for as long as George worked for him.


By the time Jack was fifteen and working in the slate quarry up beyond Snailsdon Moss the cottage was filled to overflowing with George and Emily, George and Emily’s children, four of them in three years, and with himself and his mother. Harry and Will, thankful to escape, had moved over to rented accommodation near the sheep farm at Great Hill and were both “walking out” with local maidservants, ready to settle in the tied cottages the farmer would provide when they were wed.


But George’s wife, despite her training as a dairymaid, had not the scrupulous passion for cleanliness Madge Andrews was used to and the cottage was a constant battlefield between the muddle Emily would have allowed it to sink into and the fanatical determination of her mother-in-law to prevent it. The two brothers, George and Jack, were for ever caught in the crossfire. George had no choice but to put up with it. Jack, forced to sleep on a truckle bed in the kitchen, since the cottage had only two bedrooms, desperately sought a way out. The slate quarry was steady, relatively well paid and the hard manual work suited his rapidly developing body but he longed to know more, to see more of the world beyond the village, to have adventures, to do more than trudge the five miles up to Snailsdon Moss six days a week, quarrying slate for twelve hours a day with no prospect beyond that, drifting on the same domestic trail as George and Harry and Will.


They had all heard – as who had not – that the railway was to go through. It had been speculated about ever since the year Jack’s father had died, the year the railway company was formed, though those in the area were unaware of its exact timing. The Sheffield, Ashton Under Lyne and Manchester Railway Company, it was called, or so they had heard. The plans had been commissioned by then, and an engineer by the name of Charles Vignoles appointed to carry them out, though again the folk of Woodhead were not privy to this information. All they knew was that there was to be some sort of ceremony at Saltersbrook, a place a mile or so east of Woodhead, so why not go and see what it was all about for any sort of event was welcomed in this part of the world where the escape of Fred Armitage’s pig was considered exciting. They weren’t even exactly sure what it was all about but it was a nice day and they’d nowt’ else to do!


They were dumbfounded as they watched some elderly gentleman by the name of Lord Wharncliffe cut the first sod on what was to be a tunnel running from their village of Woodhead in Derbyshire to Dunsford Bridge in Yorkshire which must be at least three miles and all under the roughest terrain, the bleakest, most inhospitable bit of moorland to be found in the high country of the Pennines. Sheep, bogs and heath, that’s all there was there and how it was to be done was a mystery to the simple farm labourers, shepherds, wallers and the quarrymen who had come to see the ceremony, Jack amongst them.


Jack was immeasurably excited, he didn’t even really know why at first. He had never taken a great deal of interest in railway building though now, as he watched Lord Wharncliffe put his spade in the ground and listened to the words of the elderly gentleman on the progress this was to bring, it struck him quite forcibly that he was right. This was the beginning of another age, another era in which the railway train with its ability to carry people and goods at amazing speeds from one part of the country to another would play an enormously powerful role. And here was his chance to get in on it. To make something worthwhile happen in his life. He didn’t quite know what but whatever it was it wouldn’t take place if he stayed in Woodhead and it could hardly be worse than quarrying slate for the rest of his life. He was fifteen years old, tall, strong, well nourished by his mother’s boiled mutton, rabbit pie, pig’s trotters, hotpots and stews, the vegetables he and his brothers had grown in the bit of garden at the rear of the cottage, the milk and cheese George brought back from the farm, just the sort of handy lad the ganger in charge was looking for, he said, and while his mother’s attention was elsewhere he had signed on, properly signed on, for Jack Andrews, thanks to his mam, could read and write, to engage in digging out the Woodhead Tunnel.


When the first shaft was sunk at the western end of the tunnel Jack was among the men who helped to sink it. Despite the warm bed which was his within easy walking distance at the cottage each night he chose to stay amongst the men with whom he worked, sleeping in the tents provided, or bivouacked in huts run up with loose stones and mud and thatched with ling from the moor. There was constant rain that winter, making mining difficult and the construction of access roads almost impossible. More and more men were taken on as navvies until there were a thousand of them. At its highest point the moor across Woodhead is fifteen hundred feet above sea level. The tunnel went through the millstone grit, the shale, the red sandstone, the slate and clay at a height of one thousand feet so that the shafts were often five hundred feet deep and when it was completed Jack was to wonder how he had survived it. There were many men killed and injured but Jack not only survived but grew from gangling youth into manhood. Six years it took to build, that killing tunnel, the tunnel which was generally ankle deep in mud but on more than one occasion knee deep in mud. Water ran down the sides of the walls and men, parched by the work and close atmosphere underground, drank this foul and muddy effluence and became ill with gut-wrenching dysentery. But Jack, having had the benefit of a mother with good sense who had brought him up to be the same, had resisted the practice, carrying a jug of watered ale with him and had remained in good health and sound of limb.


Now, here he lay, smashed to pieces by the fists of the men he had called mates and all over a slip of a girl with the eyes of a frightened doe and the soft and trembling mouth of a child and . . .


“I think he’s coming to, Dolly,” he heard a light voice whisper and at once he was dragged back from the confused thoughts which circled in his head. His aching head, he realised, groaning a little as he moved it an inch or two on the pillow, doing his best to turn it so that he could see who it was who had spoken. He was conscious of the crackling of a fire, the full, contented rumble of a cat, the resonant ticking of a clock and the rustle of material as someone bent over him. His eyes were still closed and he was surprised to find that he could not get them open. The lids seemed to be glued together and he began to panic, struggling to part them, to get a look at where he was and who was beside him but more to reassure himself that the kicks he had received to his head had not blinded him. He could vaguely remember the fight . . . aye, with Racer and Billyo who had wanted to interfere with the young girl . . . girls, though the older one could hardly be called that. Liked them young, did Racer . . . Oh God, what if he . . . he couldn’t remember, his last memory had been the sight of a boot being aimed at his head – bloody hell, it ached – and then nothing, nothing but those wide and incredibly green eyes . . .


A hand as light and gentle as a dove’s wing settled on his forehead. There was a fragrance – what was it? – roses, and another of beeswax . . . the smell of beeswax he remembered from his mother’s parlour, and overlaying the two was the aroma of baking – steak and kidney pie – yes, just like his mam used to bake. In fact it all seemed so familiar he might have been back in the kitchen of the cottage up by Woodhead.


He tried again to open his eyes, moving his head more frantically on the pillow and at once whoever stood beside the bed leaned closer and two small hands were placed one on either side of his face, holding him steady. Immediately he became calm, recognising them, though he couldn’t have said why. It was her, the young one, the little one, the soft and gentle one, the one whose fear had brought to the surface all Jack’s unsuspected but natural male need to protect, to shield the vulnerability of a female from others and, by God, he’d done it but at what cost?


“No,” she was saying, “oh no, please, you mustn’t move, must he, Dolly? You have been hurt and you must lie still or you might tear the stitches.” He could feel her compassion flowing in strong waves, like the sea upon the shore, cooling his fevered body as the salt water will cool the sand, soothing his anxious mind which toyed with pictures of Jack Andrews being led about like a child for the rest of his days.


“Don’t try to move, or speak either,” she went on, a little breathlessly, as though, like a child, she was excited to be helping in this important business of nursing. “Yes, I know you can’t open your eyes but really, if you could see yourself . . .” There was a small chuckle, quickly suppressed and he wanted to smile at her but of course he couldn’t. “Oh glory, that sounds daft, doesn’t it, but if you were able to look in the mirror you’d know what I mean. It’s very bruised, two enormous black eyes and stitches where . . .” She stopped and cleared her throat and he had the distinct impression there were tears there though her hands continued to cup his cheeks as gently as before. “My father’s a doctor, you know, and he sewed you up and . . . oh, a few other things but nothing that won’t mend, he says. No, please lie still,” as he began to struggle feebly, wanting to know what the “few other things” were, “you can trust Papa, really you can. He’s the best doctor in the world, everyone says so.” There was a wealth of love and pride in her young voice.


Still Jack did his best to open his eyes. He could faintly make out red and brown moving shadows against his eyelids but though he did his best to lift them they were just too heavy and he lay still, longing for the cool hands to remain where they were. He licked his dry lips, a movement weak and painful, for his mouth felt as though it had been run over by a herd of cattle. As though it was not his own at all and he couldn’t control properly what he did with it.


“See, leave lad alone, Miss Sara, I’ll tend to ’im,” a disapproving voice tutted. “Tha’s done enough already. Besides, it’s not fittin’ for a young lady to be . . . be fussin’ over a chap what’s not fambly. You don’t find Miss Alice hangin’ over him like you’re doin’. She knows better. Now leave ’im be. I can do what’s needed.”


“Oh please, Dolly. I helped Father with him yesterday.”


“Aye, I saw thi’.” Whoever it was sniffed in what was evidently outrage. “And I don’t like it an’ neither would tha’ mama. I told tha’ pa so an’ all an’ he agreed wi’ me so kindly step aside an’ let me tekk over.”


“Oh Dolly, please. He saved us from . . . from . . .” She gulped painfully and her hands trembled on Jack’s face and he longed to lift his own to them, to comfort her evident distress. “He wants a drink, Dolly, so won’t you let me give him one. After what he did . . . please, we’re only wasting time. He’s thirsty, aren’t you?” and Jack managed a small nod though he didn’t want her to go, even to fetch the drink his parched mouth and throat needed.


“Fetch some water, Dolly,” he heard her say firmly and from somewhere in the room there was the sound of a deep resigned sigh. Elderly footsteps crossed the flags, there was the sound of the rustle of skirts and of liquid being poured into a container.


“I’ll give it to you on a spoon,” the young voice murmured gently, while behind her he sensed the hovering presence of the woman, a much older woman, it seemed, and heard her muttering in that particular way the elderly have when they wonder out loud, knowing they cannot be reprimanded for they are, after all, talking to themselves, on what the world was coming to when a young lady takes it upon herself to . . .


The girl’s sweet breath fanned his face as she bent closer to him and when the hands left him he felt bereft. “Can you open your mouth just a little?” she asked anxiously and when he did, feeling it was going to tear even more at the corners, she carefully tipped a sip of water, sweet, ice-cold water, refreshing delicious water between his lips and across his tongue where it slipped down his throat. There was another and another, each one as gently administered and after each she asked, “another?” until at last he felt revived enough to shake his head.


“When you’re feeling better, if my father says you might, we’ll try some soup. Dolly makes it from shin of beef and it’s very nourishing. Now, Papa says you must sleep as much as you can. It’s the best healer, he says and . . . what is it? Do you want something else? What is it you want?” she asked again, sinking back on her heels beside the bed.


His voice was cracked and hoarse when he managed to answer, just as though Racer and Billyo’s boots had stamped on his windpipe, but Sara Hamilton clearly heard what he said.


“Nothing . . . only your . . . hands on me face.”


“Of course,” she said, as though it were the most natural thing in the world. He sighed thankfully as she returned them and his mind and body were soothed by her touch as he fell into a deep and healing sleep.


The next time he awoke it was night-time. He could tell because the red and brown shadows behind his eyelids had turned to a blackness which frightened him at first. He lay still, telling himself it was all right because he could still smell roses and beeswax and hear the rumble of the cat’s purring. It was quiet except for that and the steady ticking of the clock but his senses became more alert as he thought he could detect the sound of someone breathing. It was only light, but steady, long-drawn out, the sound a sleeper makes in the depth of tiredness.


He felt better, not in his poor battered body which he could tell had been subjected to a severe beating, one of those at which Racer and Billyo were so adept, but in himself, in his mind which was clearer. He lay still but with a great effort, just as though he were lifting a barrowload of the stone and muck he dug out and cleared hour after hour on the track, he managed to turn his head, open his swollen eyes and there she was!


Sara! That was her name. He had heard her sister call her that yesterday – was it yesterday or the day before? – on the lane where they had been picking blackberries and here in this room, which seemed to be the kitchen, the old woman had addressed her thus.


Jack Andrews couldn’t explain what had happened to him when he had seen Sara Hamilton shrink away from the men – and him – her small, booted feet deep in the wild flowers growing in the ditch, her rosy mouth stained with blackberry juice, her terror clouding her lovely childlike face. He couldn’t explain it but he knew it was something which would be important to him. He was twenty-one years of age and the pleasures of a woman’s body were not unknown to him. There had been a dairymaid, young but experienced with whom, for a month or two, he had thought himself to be in love. Mad for her he had been, or at least for her ripe, pink-tipped breasts, the white sheen of her belly and the thick tangle of dampness which she revealed to him with her spread legs. Mad for her in that short period of time in which the track the navvies laid had run beside the farm where she worked, then, when the gang moved on she had slipped from his mind as easily as the other women with whom he had loved and, for the most part, laughed.


But this one was not of that order at all. When she had focused her beautiful, sea green eyes on his, the terror in them had flooded his own heart with pain. The direct appeal in them had been irresistible. Something had caught in his throat. His insides had lurched quite mysteriously and his heart had tripped before it softened to a gentle awareness as though something had been revealed to it which it instantly recognised.


Now she lay sprawled in the chair beside his bed, a plump marmalade cat on her lap and both were deeply asleep. She wore a white nightgown. Her head had fallen to one side and her lips were slightly parted. Dark fans formed a crescent on her cheeks where her eyelashes lay and her hair, like molten, fiery gold in the light of the flickering candle, streamed across one shoulder almost to the floor. She had one bare foot tucked underneath her, the hem of her nightgown slightly bunched and the glowing flesh of her bare ankle gleamed like satin, fine and shapely. She had a shawl thrown across her shoulders, a fine woollen shawl in soft colours of palest honey and apricot and cream. It had a silken fringe which mingled with her hair, drifting with it to the spotless flags of the kitchen floor.


She was beautiful. He had never seen anything more delicately beautiful than Sara Hamilton. He had thought so then and he thought so now as his half-opened eyes studied her through the swollen, battered slits of his lids. Her sister had been attractive, like her but older, more . . . more sharp, hard, but there was something . . . something extraordinary, something unique about this young girl whose hands had calmed him to rest and he knew, as he watched her, that if he spent the rest of his life with her, he would never be able to explain it. She was only small, light, light as a bit of swansdown, or the snowdrops he had seen pushing through the grass in the spring. But warm, glowing, not pale like swansdown or snowdrops but the lovely blushing colours of a summer’s evening sky. She was not tall, a little wisp of a thing who, were he to take her in his arms would fit just beneath his chin. She was only a child, fresh and innocent, an inexperienced young lass who would know nothing of men, but whose warmth and compassion when she had put her gentle hands on his face had been the personification of all that was womanly. Thank Christ her sister had been quick-witted enough to get her away, and herself of course, since their treatment at the hands of Billyo and Racer would not have been pleasant. He trembled to think what might have been done to her . . . over his dead body, of course, for they would have had to kill him first, which they had tried to do, he mused, chuckling wryly deep in his chest; even that hurt him. Hell’s teeth, he was in a bloody mess and what must he look like to this child who was evidently watching over him? He had always had success with women. They seemed to like him and he certainly liked them but his good looks, if you could call them that, had gone, at least for the moment and would she remember him as he had been before the fight in the lane beyond the house?


She stirred in her sleep and he held his breath as best he could for he did not want her to waken. What was she doing here, anyway, he asked himself, watching over him in the night when she should be in her own bed? She must be exhausted. Couldn’t the old woman have taken a turn, or her sister, though he was glad they hadn’t. And where was her father, the good Doctor Hamilton whom they all knew at the camp? Why wasn’t he here to keep vigil at his bedside, if vigil needed to be kept, which he doubted. Jack Andrews was strong and healthy and would soon mend and Sara Hamilton had no need to watch over him. The other way round, more likely, for a beautiful girl like her must be the target of every man’s desire in Lancashire. Jesus God, what was the matter with him? What had happened to him . . . she was young . . . too young . . .


There was a small sound on the far side of the room as a door opened and into Jack’s restricted vision came the tall, thin frame of the doctor. He sighed disapprovingly when he saw his daughter but even through eyes clogged and swollen, Jack could see and feel the power of his love for her. He put a gentle hand on her shoulder and at once she stirred, stretching and purring like a little kitten, looking about her with sleepy eyes, smiling up at her father in welcome. She lifted her hands to her hair, threading her fingers through it, pushing it to the back of her head then allowing it to tumble freely again about her back and shoulders. She stood up, much to the annoyance of the cat.


“Papa, I must have fallen asleep.” She reached up to kiss his cheek.


“You shouldn’t be here at all, child,” her father scolded her lovingly. “This chap’s in no danger and would have been safe on his own until I got back.”


Jack kept his eyes hooded, watching Sara, knowing that neither she nor her father were aware that he was awake.


“I just slipped down to see if he wanted a drink. I must have fallen asleep . . .”


“And in your nightgown, too. Sara, you really must learn that you are–”


“I know, Papa, a lady. Alice tells me so a dozen times a day but this has nothing to do with proper behaviour, not really. He saved us, rescued us from . . . an unpleasant experience and I feel we owe him more than . . .”


“I know, my darling child. I understand. I am in his debt too, and those men and the contractor at the camp will be left in no doubt that if order cannot be kept then they must find themselves another medical man. We have a lot to thank this chap for and we will when he wakes. Dear God, when I think . . .”


He shuddered and Sara shuddered with him, recoiling from the pictures which had so recently been real, the red, sweaty faces, the dreadful grinning ugliness, the rotting teeth, the feeling of filth, of something obscene which she had not fully understood.


“If they had hurt you, my darling, they would have had me to answer to.”


And me, Jack said to himself. It did not occur to him to wonder why the doctor did not include his elder daughter in his statement!


“Well, they didn’t, Papa, only this poor man.” Sara’s youthful voice was very earnest and Jack could imagine how bright and lovely her eyes would be in the candlelight. “But because it was me and Ally, because we were the cause of it I want to help him. Help to get him better. You do see that, don’t you?”


Richard Hamilton smiled and cupped his daughter’s cheek.


“Oh yes, I do, Sara Hamilton. I do see that. Now will you go to bed and leave me to attend to this poor fellow’s needs. Has he had a drink yet?”


“Yes, some water.” Jack felt her warmth as she bent over him. Her rippling hair touched his face and to his shame and horror the dark centre where his manhood lay stirred lazily. Jesus, that hadn’t been damaged at any rate, but what if this girl and her father should notice it beneath the tightly tucked sheet that lay over him. Oh Jesus, what could he do to distract them, this good man and his innocent daughter who would be shocked to see the growth of his erection? Unable to think of anything else, indeed he was incapable of anything else, he let out a hoarse groan and thrashed his head from side to side on the pillow.


Agony struck him and the groan became genuine as what seemed to be every part of his body flared with it At. once the doctor was beside him, his hand to his forehead. His daughter moved hastily backwards to allow him room and Jack physically felt the sweetness of her presence leave him and he was quite bewildered at his sense of loss.


“What is it, old man?” the doctor asked him. “Where does it hurt?” Then, seeing that Jack’s eyes were half opened, he smiled grimly. “That was a damned stupid question, wasn’t it, since there’s scarcely an inch of your body those two bullies missed. Just lie still and I’ll give you another draught to make you sleep.”


He turned his head to Sara who still hovered anxiously at his back, and so did Jack and the doctor clucked his tongue impatiently.


“I said lie still, lad. You’ve taken a heavy blow to the head, several heavy blows and I doubt thrashing it about like that will help.”


“What . . . damage? How . . . where?” Jack managed to mumble through his torn lips.


“You’ve a broken leg, I’m afraid. A fracture of the tibia which is at the front and the inside of the leg. No doubt caused by the same boots which damaged your head but I’ve set it and it will mend in time. You’ve lost fifty per cent of your body skin and what is left is so badly bruised you’re going to look like a ripe plum for many weeks. I’m a bit doubtful about your ribs so I’ve bound them up just to be on the safe side and your face looks like a prize fighter’s, but apart from that you’re as fit as a flea. It’s a good job you’re as strong as you are. A lesser man would have come off considerably worse.” He smiled broadly, then winked. “Now then, drink this,” and, like his daughter had done with the water, gently spooned some cool liquid into Jack’s mutilated mouth.


“Thank . . . you,” Jack managed, doing his best to see Sara who was no more than a dark shadow at her father’s back, then, thankfully, for his body was on fire with pain and his head felt as though it were clamped in a vice, he let the calm blanket of the drug-induced sleep wrap about him.


Sara Hamilton gazed down pityingly at the unrecognisable face of the young man who had so amazingly come to her and Alice’s rescue. She could still see him as he had been before he had strolled so casually through the group of ogling men and just as casually offered her and Ally his protection. Why had he done it? Why had he whispered to Ally to run, “run like the wind”? Oh yes, she could remember those words though at the time she had been deeply locked in terror, and she could remember his eyes which had sent her some message, though she could not have said what it was. One man against a dozen and yet he had smiled, at her, and at them, his brown eyes crinkling at the corners, his mouth stretched in a lopsided, endearing grin over his strong white teeth. Oh yes, she remembered that, too, and his multicoloured waistcoat which had been of green and blue, all shades from lime to mint, from peacock to aquamarine, from the blue of a cornflower to the pale colour of a duck’s egg. Beautiful, it was, suiting his darkness, of skin and eyes and the rich russet of his hair and now it was in ruins, bloodstained and torn, as he was, and how was she ever to thank him, for that was how those men would have left her and Alice had it not been for him. Young she was, and inexperienced, ignorant of the details of physical, sexual abuse, but old enough and intelligent enough to know it would have changed her for ever.


“Go to bed, darling child,” she heard her father say. “He’ll do until morning.”


“Is he really all right, Papa?” Her voice trembled with deep distress.


“Of course he is, Sara. Don’t upset yourself, sweetheart. I know how deeply you feel the hurt of others. I worry about it . . . well . . .” He shook himself and put a hand to her shining hair, pushing it back with great tenderness from her anxious face.


“He’s a strong and healthy man. He’ll be in that bed for a week or two and be as stiff as a board and sore as the devil when he gets out of it but by this time next week he’ll feel a great deal better. How he’ll fare later I don’t know but he’ll manage.”


“I’ll help him, Father,” she said resolutely.


He smiled and pulled her to him, tucking her head beneath his chin as Jack had just imagined doing. “I know you will, my pet, but I mean when he gets back to the navvie camp. I’ll say this for them, though. They may be brawlers and drinkers and troublemakers but they’re loyal and supportive with their own.”


“Even one they’ve almost killed,” his daughter murmured against his chest.


“Don’t exaggerate, Sara. He’s far from dead, and as for the damned navvies, by now, after they have drunk themselves into a stupor, they will have forgotten all about it. In fact they’ll probably be wondering where whatever his name is has got to!”
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Sara Hamilton missed her mother as fiercely as if she had died yesterday instead of two years ago. Two years last Easter and despite the time that had elapsed she still looked for her when she came into the house, even thought she caught a brief glimpse of her at the bottom of the flower garden now and again. Her shawl would be slipping gracefully from her narrow shoulders and her faded copper curls, from where Sara and Alice had got their own colouring, would be falling in an enchanting tumble about her head. Enchanting, that was what her mama had been, with a nature which was warm and sunny and inclined to laughter and Sara would have been startled to learn that she was exactly like her. It was for this reason that Richard Hamilton guiltily loved Sara so much more than his older girl, who tended to be somewhat grand, stiff, ladylike in her dealings with others. There was no spontaneity in Alice who was four years older than Sara, for she could never quite allow herself to relax her guard against what she considered to be a lowering of the standards of her mama’s well-bred family who, though she had never met them, she knew she would have admired enormously.


Sara could remember the shawl about her mama’s shoulders. Even now it still retained in its folds the faint scent of the pot-pourri her mama made from the petals of roses and scattered amongst her clothing. The shawl was part of Sara’s childhood. It had been bought for Eleanor Kingsley by her ardent bridegroom and worn on her wedding day twenty-two years ago, a fine wool in pastel shades of honey, apricot and cream with a long silken fringe. The scented shawl, Sara had called it as a child and just before she died her mama had told her that she was to have it though Alice had not been pleased.


It was twenty-two years since Dolly Watson came to live in Wray Green with the lovely, intelligent young woman who had been Sara’s mother. At twenty-one still a girl herself really, Eleanor Kingsley had come from Cheshire where her own mother’s family had been landowners. She had met Richard Hamilton, then in his late thirties, at the home of a mutual friend, Richard having gone to Cambridge with the older son of the house, and within two months they were married.


“Eleanor, I absolutely forbid you to leave your home for that wild country beyond the Ribble Estuary,” her mother had told her coldly, expecting to be obeyed, for though Richard Hamilton was a gentleman he was not a wealthy one and in Mrs Kingsley’s opinion came from what was only a step away from barren wasteland. Besides which, Eleanor’s Uncle Frederick, Mrs Kingsley’s older brother, was a baronet and surely her only daughter could do better than a country doctor?


“Mama, it is farmland, not wild country. Richard has a dear little house there and a good practice and I shall take Dolly with me. She will see I come to no harm.”


“If you go, Eleanor, do not expect anything from your papa and me. You understand what I mean?” her mother asked her. “I do not approve and will take it badly if you disobey me.”


“I’m afraid I must, Mama.”


They had been happy, Eleanor and Richard Hamilton, Dolly could vouch for that and her two daughters had been a joy to Eleanor, especially the younger, though she had done her best not to let her preference show. She loved them, petted them, educated them to a standard which was somewhat above the level girls of their class normally achieved. The piano, French, the dances she knew, reading from the many books she had brought with her from Cheshire and even some of those her husband favoured. Sir Walter Scott’s Waverley novels and Sir Edward Bulwer Lytton’s O’Neil, the rebel being great favourites. They could write a fair hand and were aware of what their mama called “current affairs”. Eleanor and Richard Hamilton were firm champions of Chartism and the betterment of the working classes. Their girls were acquainted with the reports of riots in Birmingham and other parts of the country, and the reasons for them. They were familiar with the movement to repeal the Corn Law and of its cold reception in parliament and though Alice merely pretended an interest in the philanthropic ideas of her parents to please her mama, Sara’s tender heart was touched by the plight of the “poor”, not aware that in the eyes of the middle-class society of the parish, the Hamiltons were as poor as church mice themselves.


Alice and Sara, having inherited their mother’s gift with a needle, and with her to teach them everything she knew about sewing, became as talented as she was. Mention a stitch and Eleanor Hamilton could create it and so could they in time. Appliqué lace work, step stitch, scalloping, shell stitch, feather stitch, French knots and button holing. She could make a charming bonnet out of nothing more than a scrap of velvet, some lace and a silk rosebud; renovate lace and ribbons and though, from the day Doctor Hamilton brought her as a bride to Wray Green until the sad day she left her home in her coffin, she employed no dressmaker, she was considered to be the best-dressed, the most fashionable woman in the district.


She was loved and respected by her husband’s patients on whom she lavished her whole-hearted but increasingly fragile strength and support whenever it was asked for and when she died, giving birth to a tiny, dead and unexpectedly late daughter, the village mourned her deeply, and every last one of them, from the oldest, Fanny Suthurst, to the newborn infant of Dora and Tom Wilson, turned out to line the route which led to her last resting place. Not the gentry, of course, if you could call them that, for they were treated by a more conventional medical man than Doctor Hamilton, but the cottagers and farm labourers, the cowmen and dairymaids, the ploughmen and their families whom he doctored very often without charge. He did not get on with the “gentry” as they liked to think themselves, nor they with him for they saw him as “odd”, radical in his views, a traitor to his class. When he had brought his new wife home to Wray Green, since none of them knew of her well-bred connection and she felt no need to tell them, the Hamiltons were not included in the social world of the Benthams, the Armitages and their like. It mattered to neither Richard nor Eleanor. Their lives were complete with one another and they needed no one else and if it were to damage the success of their daughters’ future in the middle-class society which was rightfully theirs, neither of them appeared to be concerned about it.


* * *


Sara wore the shawl on the day Jack Andrews gingerly heaved himself into a sitting position in the narrow truckle bed in the corner of the kitchen. It had turned colder, the morning hushed and waiting as October came in and gently ushered autumn towards winter. A fine mist drifted through Richard Hamilton’s garden, blown from the morning fields by an errant breeze, swirling lightly beneath the branches of the horse chestnut tree. Sara had gone to pick Michaelmas daisies which were at their best at this time of the year, she told Jack with that bright enthusiasm she applied to everything she undertook, from helping Dolly to make coconut macaroons to playing with the marmalade cat. Teasing it, more like, Dolly grumbled, her own eyes fond as she watched her. Alice agreed, as she always agreed, Jack noticed, with anything that prevented her sister from enjoying herself. It was not ladylike behaviour to loll on the kitchen mat dangling a cotton reel on a bit of thread for the cat to play with, she snapped and Sara was to get up at once and do something useful.


“I’ll go and pick some Michaelmas daisies then. Is that ladylike enough?” Sara asked.


“Rudeness does not become you, Sara. Mama instilled in us the need to be polite at all times, you know that, and I’m surprised at you.”


“Oh Ally . . .” Sara was upset at the mention of her mother, Jack could see that and he longed to leap to her defence, to shush her and pet her back to her usual glowing delight in everything about her, but he was merely a spectator in this family and had no right to speak out.


“That’s enough, Sara.”


“See, Miss Sara,” Dolly said placatingly, “put tha’ shawl on, lass, it’s parky out,” deflecting the sharpness of Alice’s tongue from her sister in a way Jack noticed she frequently did.


When Sara returned, the shawl slipping carelessly from one shoulder, Jack thought he had never seen anything quite so exquisite as the pink-cheeked young girl with her arms full of flowers. She wore a fine woollen dress of a colour somewhere between honey and cream, the shawl complementing it to perfection. The freshly picked flowers of pale and dark lilac, strong purple and white were a splash of brilliance against the subtle shading of her outfit but outshining them all was the glory of Sara Hamilton herself. Her hair was tied at the crown of her head with knotted ribbons of narrow cream satin, the long ends caught in the tumbled mass of vivid copper curls which, despite their confinement, fell halfway down her back. In it sparkled droplets of moisture, catching the firelight, diamonds which were mirrored in the pale sea green of her eyes and on the ends of her long brown lashes which in some light were tipped with gold. Her cheeks were flushed to a brilliant carnation and her mouth was ripe, rosy, smiling across the room at Jack, her earlier distress forgotten. His heart gladdened, softened and his eyes welcomed her.


Dolly had modestly draped a light crocheted shawl about his shoulders, one of her own which she had made in the long winter evenings before the kitchen fire. It was a lovely shade of blue and he felt an absolute fool in it but, bearing in mind the tenderness of his badly lacerated flesh, he was grateful for its lightness. Besides which, he knew she was aware that he was a man and her girls were not accustomed to seeing half-naked men lounging about the kitchen, and neither was she. She liked things decent, did Dolly.


The weals, the torn and bloodied skin of his chest and back and shoulders, the bruises which were turning from livid purple and black to brown and green and yellow, were not a pretty sight. He was feeding himself for the first time, carefully spooning into his mouth the good broth in which chunks of mutton and fresh vegetables floated. He ate slowly, fastidiously almost, making none of the smacking, sucking sounds with his lips as some common men did. On the tray which Dolly had laid across his lap there was a plate with slabs of fresh-baked bread neatly cut into cubes to accommodate his awkwardness and Dolly watched him approvingly, wondering where he had learned his dainty manners.


Alice had gone to sit in the small front parlour which she insisted her family use, though it was a waste of good coal in Dolly’s opinion. Mind you, she supposed her mama would have approved, for though Miss Sara preferred the cosy comfort and homely warmth of the kitchen it was only proper that two young ladies such as Miss Alice and Miss Sara and their papa, who was a gentleman, despite his lack of wealth, should relax of an evening in their proper place, which was certainly not the kitchen!


Jack slowly lowered his spoon as Sara entered the room. His free hand clutched the shawl more firmly about him for he knew his body was a hell of a sight and how could such a lovely creature bear to look at it? Up to now the old woman had kept him firmly trussed up beneath the sheets, tucking them firmly under his chin so that only his battered face could be seen. A triangle of flesh which had hung above his right eye and which the doctor had sewn back as neatly as his own wife might have done, was healing nicely beneath its bandage and his eyes were fully open and had lost much of their puffiness. But he knew he still looked a bloody awful spectacle and certainly not one for a young girl such as Sara Hamilton to be forced to look at.


She didn’t seem to care. Her face lit up with pleasure.


“Jack, how wonderful. You’re sitting up and feeding yourself and don’t you look fetching in Dolly’s shawl?” she teased. “The colour suits you.”


“Now then, Miss Sara,” Dolly reproved, “don’t you mekk fun o’t lad. That there shawl’s just right fer ’im. Warm an’ light against ’is poor . . . well . . .” She scowled for it was against her nature to reveal the warm-hearted woman who breathed beneath the crusty exterior Dolly showed the world.


“I’m not making fun of him, Dolly, but you must admit he looks very— ”


“Give over, Miss Sara. Now mekk thissen useful an’ pass Jack that custard.”


“I’ll feed him if you like,” throwing off her shawl and letting it slide to the bed where Jack lay. At once he was draped in its lovely perfume and it was his turn to scowl. For the past week she had taken it upon herself to spoon the broth and gruel, the light egg custards Dolly made, into his torn mouth and now he’d have to forgo that enchanted, tormenting pleasure, though he’d not let her know it. God, but it had been a joy, an exquisite torture, a pain and a rapture he could never describe to have her so close to him.


“Let me hold your head, Jack,” she would say, “while I slip another pillow beneath it.” It was both heaven and hell to have her glowing that special blinding smile which was so peculiarly hers into his own dazed face. She had a way of opening her eyes wide, like a child who is enchanted by what it sees, then narrowing them into laughter which she was determined to share.


“Lie back and don’t fidget,” she’d say, arming herself with the bowl and the spoon and sitting on the edge of his bed as though he were not a man but a log of bloody wood. Lie back and don’t fidget! It was a bloody tall order when a girl as sweet-smelling, as dainty, as glorious as Sara Hamilton was leaning over him the way she innocently did. The soft swelling of her breast in its well-fitting bodice almost touched his shoulder, for Christ’s sake. In the shadowed corner of the kitchen where his bed lay her eyes were the pale greeny-grey of the wild mignonette which grew on the barren wastelands near his Pennine home, her eyelashes, brown in some lights, copper in others, almost meshing as she concentrated on her task. He found himself watching her mouth with enormous fascination, for in her effort not to spill the soup from the spoon she pursed her lips then parted them as he did, as though he were a child to be encouraged, smiling a little at every successful mouthful.


“That’s right, Jack,” she would say softly, her back to Dolly, creating a small, cocooned world in which only he and Sara existed. “Sip it slowly. It will make you strong then we’ll have you out of that bed and on your feet again. Dolly makes the best soup in the world. Ask anyone in the village for there are more than a few who have recovered from illnesses and accidents on Dolly’s soup.”


“Now then, Miss Sara,” Dolly would say, but Jack knew the old woman was pleased and that was how Sara was, pleasing people without trying.


He never took his eyes from her face, as absorbed with her expressions, with the mobility of her curving mouth, the shining smile in her eyes, as she was in feeding him. Their glance would meet but she would not notice as the tiny frisson of something electric passed between them for she was too young for such things, he told himself miserably. Her smile would widen innocently and whatever was in her eyes was nothing more than the affection a child feels for someone it trusts. He would look away guiltily for she was a lady and was doing what any well-brought-up young lady was taught to do in helping those in need. It was bred in them, the belief that they should give aid and succour to those less fortunate them themselves. All ladies did “good works” among the poor and sick, especially one such as Sara Hamilton since she was the daughter of the local doctor and that was just what Sara was doing for him. Being charitable and by God, though it was a rejoicing in his heart, it played havoc with his masculinity. His body just could not help being stirred by her nearness, her warmth, the smell of her, the soft closeness of her golden rosy flesh, the tangle of loose curls which escaped from their ribbon and brushed against his face, and it was a damn good job, he told himself fiercely, that he could now feed himself.


But if her proximity in the task of feeding him had been a rapturous torment to him, the hour or two each day they spent alone with each other in the kitchen were the happiest he had ever known. Someone must stay within call, Doctor Hamilton had said in that first week after his beating, since Jack was completely unable to move, indeed must not move until the doctor was satisfied with the condition of his cracked ribs and the healing of his broken leg. A tricky break and one which would need watching and on no account was Jack to leave his bed while the doctor was out on his rounds. Therefore, either Alice, Dolly or Sara must be on hand to see to his needs and during the night when they were all in bed Jack had only to ring the handbell provided for him and the doctor would come down to him. Even the unconventional man who was father to Sara and Alice was aware that it would not be fitting for either of his daughters to attend to his patient in their night attire!


When he began to sit up for more than half an hour at a time, Jack was decently arrayed in a clean, much-mended nightshirt which belonged to Doctor Hamilton, made years ago by his nimble-fingered wife, but almost beyond repair. It had ruffles at the neck and wrists and with the rather rakish bandage about his head and the deep, still bruised amber of his face and throat he only needed gold earrings and a cutlass between his teeth to look like a pirate, Sara joked. Though Alice was supposed to take a turn in seeing to the needs of the patient, she didn’t care for it, Jack could tell. It was beneath her cool dignity to feed a common navvie, to hold his head while he drank, to shift his pillow and smooth the sheet which was over him, and though she knew she should be grateful to him for saving her and Sara from the navvie gang, at the same time she resented the position he had put her in by doing it. She was polite, dignified, correct, but her manner said that though she was prepared to put up with it for the time being she did not like having him in the corner of her kitchen or indeed in her home.


Alice was away from home quite often, doing her best to infiltrate the “good” society which, with her breeding, she felt entitled to enter, calling on any pretext at the home of Mrs Bentham or Mrs Armitage who both had daughters the same age as Alice. If they were disconcerted to find her “calling” on them, they were too polite to show it and now and again Alice was gratified when she was invited to take tea, though very often Mrs Bentham and Mrs Armitage were not “at home” when she called. It did not deter her. She was determined not to be overlooked; after all she had a great-uncle who was a baronet which, when they knew of it, would make her welcome in any home. She watched and waited for her chance to take walks with Lilian Bentham and her governess, pretending to be just “passing” and as she was going their way perhaps . . .? She was assiduous in her application to the goal of being finally included in the round of sociability which was her due and to the correct social formulas which would achieve it for her.


Dolly was getting old. Not that she would admit it, even to herself, and her legs ached “summat fierce” when she had been on them for a few hours. She had been over fifty when she came to Wray Green with young Mrs Hamilton but she still did the heavy cleaning, the cooking and baking though, much to her chagrin, she had found herself forced to give in to Miss Sara’s pleading to be allowed to help. There was no money in this house to pay a girl to give a hand with the chores and though nothing had ever been said, by her or the doctor, it was a good long time since Dolly had received a penny piece. In fact, not since Miss Eleanor, God rest her lovely soul, had died. Not that Dolly complained nor even cared about wages. She’d a bob or two under her mattress should she need a petticoat or a new pair of shoes but as she never went over the doorstep except for a breath of fresh air in the garden of a summer’s evening, what did she want new shoes for? Her old ones would do her for as long as she needed them. She was up early and in her bed early and in between, perhaps after their midday meal, she liked to sit in Miss Eleanor’s parlour – that’s if Miss Alice wasn’t there, of course – put her feet up and have forty winks. It was grand to see Miss Eleanor’s things about her, her piano come from Cheshire with her, bits and pieces of dainty furniture and chinaware, and Miss Sara had only to call out if that there lad needed anything.


Jack was an intelligent young man, quick-witted with a keen sense of humour. He had an endearing, lively nature, slightly reckless as all the men in the navvie camp were, with a bold confidence six years of working among such men had bred in him. But with Sara he found himself increasingly tongue-tied. In those first few days he was in great pain but through it all he sensed her at his side, sitting patiently waiting for him to speak, to ask something of her, anything, she only wanted to help him. He smelled the roses and felt her warmth, her sweetness and it gave him great comfort at first. When he could see properly he was conscious of the soft sympathy in her eyes, her eager readiness to ease the agony of his devastated body, her gentleness and her womanliness, if that was the right word, doing what men in pain dream of a woman doing and it bowled him over, made him awkward, almost to the point of boorishness at times, though she didn’t seem to notice.


“Tell me about your life, Jack,” she said one warm afternoon when Alice had gone off to “call” on Charlotte Armitage whom she was determined to have as her friend since they were about the same age. Dolly was snoring in the parlour and Sara had sunk into the chair by the fire with a bit of sewing in her hands. The back kitchen door stood open and the autumn sunshine lay across the kitchen table in shimmered beams in which dust motes danced. Jack lay on his side, his deep brown eyes gazing through the bars of sunshine to the girl on the other side of the room.


“Tell me all about your family and where you come from and what you did before you went on the tramp.” She had already picked up some of Jack’s navvie vocabulary.


“There’s nowt to tell really.” His answer was terse since how could his rough upbringing mean anything to a girl brought up as Sara had been? How he slept rough in hedges and ditches when he was on the tramp, which sounded “romantic” to those who did not have to do it. The ginshops he had frequented and dog fights on which he put bets. The sprawling camps beside the railway tracks he helped to lay; the buxom, swearing, drunken women who lived in them with men who were just as brutalised. Human, they were, but different beings to Sara Hamilton.


“Oh, don’t be silly, Jack, everyone has a mama and papa, sisters and brothers and I want to hear about yours.” She took a couple of neat stitches before glancing up to smile at him, a vibrant smile of interest and goodwill and he looked away hastily but not before Sara had seen the strange expression in his eyes.


“What is it?” she asked in immediate sympathy, not recognising what an older, more experienced woman would have seen at once.


“Nothing . . . nothing.”


“Are you in pain?”


“No.” And to divert her he began to talk about his past. “Well, me mam came from Manchester,” he said reluctantly.


“Did she? What did her family do?”


“Her family?”


“Mmm, her father.”


“He was in cotton, so she said.”


“Was he, and what about your father? Was he in cotton too and where did he and your mama meet?” applying to his life the rules and conventions of her own world where ladies and gentlemen were introduced at the home of a mutual acquaintance as her own mother and father had been.


“Nay, I don’t know. Pa was a joiner, a repair man, a clock mender, a thatcher.” He chuckled reminiscently at the memory of the well-meaning but feckless man who had been his father. “Put him to any job and he’d have a damn good try at it. Turn his hand to ’owt, could Pa but he . . . well . . .”


“What’ What is it?” She stopped sewing, turning to look at him again as though she sensed some distress in him which, if it was in her power, she would do her utmost to ease, then rising in that impulsive way Jack had come to know she crossed the room and sank to her knees beside his bed, her face clouded with his pain.


“What, Jack? Tell me.”


“He was . . . Mam said her pa called him a . . . ne’er-do-well.”


“And was he?” She was very direct.


“He loved me mam.” His tone was defiant.


“Well, there you are then,” she said in triumph as though that should be enough for anyone. It was enough for her romantic young girl’s heart and her soft eyes told him so and somehow he felt better about his pa and the careless way he had treated his ma. Love made up for a lot of things, or so Sara appeared to be telling him with her ardent gaze and he supposed she was right in a way, but by Christ, he’d not let this lovely young girl live the life his ma had been forced to live. If it could be done and given the chance to do it, he’d work his fingers to the bone, fight and claw his way up from navvieman to ganger, to subcontractor, to contractor to give her what she was used to, what she deserved and what she should have. He’d stand on other men’s backs, kicking away those who got in his path, cheat and lie and steal to get where he wanted to be if there was a hope that Sara Hamilton would be beside him when he got there. He’d started at the bottom, if you could call the high quarry in the Pennines where he had begun at eleven years old the bottom. He could read, thanks to his mother, which surely must give him a head start on the illiterate fellows with whom he had been carelessly happy to carouse and womanise before he had met Sara Hamilton. He’d lived rough and hard but was there not a need for a man who . . . who . . .? His thoughts were jumbled, darting about in his head like a flock of birds and it was perhaps at that moment that it began. She was fifteen, she had told him so, and was still a girl but he could wait. He would wait. It would take time to . . . to carve out a life, a decent life to which he could take her, before he could offer her . . . Oh, God, Jesus God, but his heart ached with loving Sara Hamilton!


He glanced up and she was watching him, smilingly, encouragingly, her compassionate mouth as soft and pink as the first flush in the dawn sky and his virile male energy warmed his body beneath the sheet. She brought a stirring to his blood which was nothing like the desire he had felt for other women. He could not describe it, nor explain it except to say that ever since he had seen her in the ditch in the lane she had filled his thoughts and his eyes so that he saw no one else. She put a shine in his life and set ablaze a fierce masculine yearning which he had never known before since it was not just a physical yearning but one of the mind and heart and soul. She was a young girl but one day soon she would be a woman and Jack Andrews wanted nothing more than to be there when she was.


He forced himself to smile for surely his thoughts were mad, wild, lunatic. Yet despite her youth, her warmly ebullient spirit, her laughter and lovely light-hearted singularity, there was something . . . something steady about her, something practical, an inclination to look at the reality of life as it was. Not like Alice who twittered on about ladies and gentlemen and making calls, whatever that meant, and doing what was “correct” in the social class to which she believed she belonged. He’d seen Sara smile when Alice babbled on and it occurred to him that Sara Hamilton would become the sort of woman a man would be glad to have at his side in any kind of life to which he might introduce her. Fighting in his corner, so to speak.


He rubbed his chin and felt the stubble, not removed for ten days, rasp beneath his fingers.


“I could do wi’ a shave,” he said without thinking and at once she stood up.


“Of course you could, Jack. Why didn’t I think of it before?”
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