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      AUTHOR’S NOTE

      For those who would like an overview of the way early railways were built, I recommend The Railway Builders by Anthony Burton. For more about the life of the navvies, the excellent book The Railway Navvies by Terry Coleman is both detailed and immensely readable. For the lives of the Stephensons, I recommend George and Robert Stephenson, The Railway Revolution by L. T. C. Rolt. And finally, for the life of George Hudson, The Railway King by Richard S. Lambert is the most detailed and accessible study.
      

   
      
      BOOK ONE

      The Imagining

      
      Hurrah for the mighty engine
      

      
      As he bounds along his track;

      
      Hurrah for the life that’s in him,

      
      And his breath so thick and black!

      
      And hurrah for our fellows, who in their need

      
      Could fashion a thing like him – 

      
      With a heart of fire, and a soul of steel,

      
      And a Sampson in every limb!

      
      Alexander Anderson: Songs of the Rail

      
   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      May, 1833

      
      The private parlour at Markby’s Hotel in York was up a steep and narrow flight of stairs, and Martha Moon had not been designed
         by Providence for climbing. When she reached the top she was completely out of breath. Alarming red and black spots danced
         before her eyes and she had to stop and bend forward and rest her hands on her thighs until they went away.
      

      
      ‘Stop a bit,’ she gasped as Mrs Markby, a decade younger and half a hundredweight lighter, wanted to show her into the parlour.
         ‘Wait till I catch my breath.’ Mrs Markby waited, eyeing her coldly. She disliked any call on her time that was not directly
         linked to profit. Showing gentlemen up to their rooms was one thing; hopping attendance on such a creature as this quite another.
      

      
      Bit by bit Mrs Moon straightened up and her face resumed its normal colour. ‘Eh, what a climb! I’m sweatin’ rivers. And all
         a goose chase, I wouldn’t wonder. Like as not you’ve got it wrong, Liza Markby.’ She glared at Mrs Markby with the resentment
         that could only be felt by a fourteen stone woman who has just raised herself by her own efforts nearly thirty feet above
         ground level.
      

      
      ‘Got it wrong? T’isn’t likely, is it, with Mr Ferrars hisself asking me to fetch you here? The steward of Morland Place might
         know a bit about what goes on there, I should think,’ Mrs Markby concluded with exquisite irony.
      

      
      And you might know a bit about Mr Ferrars, you skinny cat, Mrs Moon retorted, but only inwardly. It was not wise to get on
         the wrong side of anyone when a position like Housekeeper at Morland Place might be at stake. It was a position to make one’s
         mouth water, and she was still sure there was a mistake somewhere; but if there were any chance at all – ‘Well, well,’ she
         said with a placatory smile. ‘I’m ready now, Mrs Markby, thank you.’
      

      
      Mrs Markby opened the parlour door, announced Mrs Moon with an air of taking no responsibility for her, and removed herself
         with a toss of the head. Ferrars, seated at the table by the window, did not get up, but gestured Mrs Moon towards a chair
         opposite him, which she took gratefully.
      

      
      ‘Thank you for coming to see me,’ he said. ‘Your husband is here too?’

      
      ‘I left him below, Mr Ferrars,’ Mrs Moon said. ‘Moon likes me to take care o’ business. To be open with you, he hasn’t much
         to say for himself, hasn’t Moon. I speak for both, Mr Ferrars, rest assured.’
      

      
      ‘Very well.’ There was a silence, while they eyed each other speculatively. Ferrars, Mrs Moon thought, was a nasty sight on
         a fine morning – an undersized and ugly man, with thinning, scurfy ginger hair, bad teeth, and a pasty face in which freckles,
         blackheads and blemishes jostled for space: if it was true about Mrs Markby and him, she must do it with her eyes tight shut.
         More importantly, Mrs Moon thought, he looked as though his character was as maculate as his complexion, and this raised her
         hopes of the job. M-luck likes company, as the saying went, and if a man like him could get to be Steward of a fine old gentleman’s
         seat like Morland Place, he wouldn’t be likely to want a paragon of beauty and virtue in a subordinate position to himself.
      

      
      ‘So, Mrs Moon,’ Ferrars began, ‘you are looking for a position.’
      

      
      ‘I do find myself in that unfortnit case, Mr Ferrars, so I won’t deceive you,’ Mrs Moon said with a large air. ‘Me and Moon,
         we had our own little place – the Black Bull out at Osbaldwick – but things didn’t work out just as we planned.’
      

      
      Ferrars nodded. He had heard of the Black Bull’s misfortunes from Captain Roger Mattock, a boon companion of his master’s
         who liked to frequent low alehouses; and further enquiries had told him all he needed to know about the Black Bull’s landlord
         and lady.
      

      
      ‘It’d be a step down for me to go into service, I don’t deny,’ Mrs Moon went on, ‘but such an establishment as Morland Place
         – one of our oldest families – everything most respectable – well now . . .’
      

      
      ‘It might be a step down you’d be prepared to take,’ Ferrars finished for her.

      
      ‘It might hardly seem like service at all,’ she suggested hopefully.

      
      ‘It’s my turn to be open with you,’ Ferrars said, leaning forward confidentially. Mrs Moon watched the eyes, which were as
         confidential as a viper’s. ‘The service at Morland Place has declined from what it once was. In the last few years of Lady
         Morland’s life, she did not concern herself much with the household, and the servants got lazy and careless.’
      

      
      ‘As servants will, Mr Ferrars, if they are not kept up to the mark, the bold-faced, idle hussies. You don’t need to tell me!

      
      ‘Quite so. Well, my poor mistress died last year, as you may know, during the cholera outbreak—’

      
      ‘Aye, God rest her soul, poor Christian lady – for all I heard she was next-door to a Roman. But very kind and charitable
         all the same, so they say.’
      

      
      ‘– and now, after a period of respect for her memory,’ Ferrars went on as though she had not spoken, ‘I am reorganising the household, removing all the servants I don’t find satisfactory and replacing them with others of my own choice.’
      

      
      Mrs Moon’s attention sharpened. Now they were coming to it. ‘Has your master nothing to say in the matter, Mr Ferrars?’

      
      ‘Mr Nicholas Morland is a gentleman of affairs. He inherited the entire Morland estate from his mother, as well as the trusteeship
         of the Skelwith estate. He is both immensely rich and immensely busy. Such a man has no time for trivial domestic matters.’
      

      
      ‘Which gentlemen don’t hardly understand such things anyway, Mr Ferrars, in my experience,’ Mrs Moon agreed comfortably.

      
      ‘My master leaves everything to me. As long as he is well served – and his needs are simple – he makes no enquiry into the
         running of the household.’
      

      
      Mrs Moon sat back a little, her stays creaking as though sharing her satisfaction. She’d got Ferrars’ measure all right. ‘A
         gentleman – nor a lady neither – shouldn’t be troubled with poking into cupboards and looking at account books and so forth.’
      

      
      ‘Just so.’ Ferrars came abruptly to the point. ‘I am looking for a new housekeeper, Mrs Moon, and a butler. The present housekeeper
         and butler have arrived at too comfortable an understanding with each other. For that reason I would prefer to take on a couple,
         so that I know where I stand from the start. Divided loyalties make for an unhappy house.’ Mrs Moon nodded. ‘The new housekeeper
         would be in authority over the rest of the female servants.’
      

      
      He paused with an enquiring look, and Mrs Moon took the cue. ‘As to that, Mr Ferrars, there’s not much I don’t know about
         keeping girls in check.’ Before her marriage she had been a wardress on the Women Felons’ Side at the County Gaol: the flightiest
         maid would be no match for her.
      

      
      ‘Discipline is a great thing in the servants’ hall. And I’m sure we could manage with fewer girls if they were kept up to
         the mark. The saving in wages could be considerable.’ He gave Mrs Moon a steady look. ‘The master, I’m happy to say, never
         enquires into the household budget. A sum of money is allocated to me, and I dispose of it exactly as I see fit.’
      

      
      Mrs Moon almost licked her lips. ‘That’s as it should be, Mr Ferrars. A gentleman should be above wondering what becomes of
         every ha’penny piece he parts with.’
      

      
      ‘I would also wish the new housekeeper to oversee the kitchen. Her late ladyship’s cook was a profligate and wasteful man
         – French, you understand. He left when her ladyship died, but some of his ways linger on. I should like the new cook to be
         under the authority of the housekeeper, and for the kitchen to be run as economically as possible.’
      

      
      ‘There are many ways of saving money in the kitchen, for them as knows ’em,’ said Mrs Moon. One of a wardress’s duties was
         to feed the prisoners on the fixed amount per head granted her daily by the governor, and a wardress usually reckoned on making
         a profit to repay her for her trouble. ‘Provision of food of all marks I understand very well, Mr Ferrars. There are ways
         to make a little look a lot.’
      

      
      ‘There is the reputation of the house and the family name to be upheld,’ Ferrars warned. ‘We do not entertain very often,
         my master being a bachelor, but when we do—’
      

      
      ‘I understand you, Mr Ferrars, never fear! Economy in the kitchen – style upon the table. Everything just so and nothing wasted.
         There is just the one gentleman in residence, I take it?’
      

      
      ‘Mr Nicholas Morland, the master, and his ward, Miss Skelwith, a child of twelve. Her entire family died of the cholera and
         she was left to Lady Morland’s care. Unfortunately her ladyship lived only long enough to pass the trusteeship to Mr Morland.’
      

      
      Mrs Moon nodded. ‘Quite a bachelor household, then – and just such a one as the lower servants take advantage of, in my experience.
         Oh, I don’t doubt there are plenty of economies to be made.’
      

      
      ‘Now as to the butler – since we have few visitors and entertain little, his duties will be light,’ Ferrars went on. He placed
         his hands on the table. ‘Your husband, I hope, will be equal to it? The failure of your last undertaking—’
      

      
      Mrs Moon interrupted hastily and firmly. ‘Don’t you worry about that, Mr Ferrars. Moon has his weakness, I can’t deny it,
         but I can keep him in check. He’s a good man at heart, and as honest as the day, except for his little weakness, but, bless
         you, that’s only a matter of keeping him out of temptation’s way. An alehouse was too many opportunities, you see, and I couldn’t
         always be on hand in the taproom – for, not to mince matters, it’s ale as he hankers for; wine nor brandy he will not touch,
         and so I warrant you. But a better man with the silver and such there isn’t, and knowledgeable about the cellar like you wouldn’t
         believe. Don’t you worry, I have him under my thumb. Moon will do whatever I say.’
      

      
      Ferrars nodded coolly. ‘That’s as I should want it. I have a great many things to do about the place, Mrs Moon – indoors and
         out – and my master to care for. What I want is one person who is absolutely loyal to me, who will be my second-in-command
         in all matters to do with the household. Such a person, giving satisfaction, would find me generous. And, let me assure you,
         with the way things are arranged, I have it in my power to be very generous indeed.’
      

      
      She met his eyes. ‘I understand you, Mr Ferrars. I’m sure I am the person for you. Me and Moon, we’re the ones. You won’t
         regret giving us a chance, I warrant you.’
      

      
      Ferrars was sure she did understand him; and he understood her very well. She was unprepossessing of appearance, but then
         what did that matter? A useful tool didn’t need to be nice-looking. He was pretty sure that he would be able to spot the ways
         in which she would inevitably try to cheat him; and they would be small ways – it would merely be to salve her pride that
         she would feel obliged to rook him of a few pence here and there. He had felt sure she would suit when Mrs Markby had told
         him about her. An ex-wardress and alehouse keeper; and a brothel-keeper at one time – and in her very young days, probably
         a prostitute too. She had all the experience of mankind she needed, and there’d be nothing she didn’t know about keeping order
         in a closed community like Morland Place. Only a prioress from a convent would know as much, and he wasn’t likely to be offered
         one of those, he concluded with a smirk.
      

      
      Mrs Moon saw the smile and didn’t like it. He was a snake, that one, she thought; but if life had taught her one thing it
         was that you didn’t have to like someone to make money out of them. Better, in fact, if you didn’t: Moon was her one weakness,
         and he had caused her more trouble because of her puzzling and foolish fondness for him than all the other men she had known
         rolled together. No, she’d be better off disliking Ferrars. She’d make more money that way. Morland Place – the thought of
         it! The Morlands had been one of York’s first families for hundreds of years, wealthy, respected, almost revered; and Morland
         Place itself was an ancient, moated manor-house built, as they said locally, ‘any time after t’Flood’. It was regarded almost
         as a palace, the very apogee of service, every servant’s golden dream. It must have fallen on hard times, she thought, for
         someone like Ferrars to be in charge. In the old mistress’s day, the likes of her and Moon wouldn’t have got past the gate,
         leave alone be made housekeeper and butler. For a moment she felt almost uneasy at the idea of taking advantage of such a noble old place, but then she shook away stupid sentiment. Sheep were for fleecing, that was all; a house had no feelings
         one way or t’other, and the dead were dead. If Nicholas Morland was daft enough to let his patrimony run through his fingers,
         she had as good a right to cup her hands under the flow as Mr Snake-eye Ferrars any day o’ the year! Those as had must hold,
         and those as hadn’t must take; and if Morland Place turned out as good a billet as she suspected, she and Moon could salt
         away enough to spend their old age in comfort.
      

      
      ‘Very well, Mrs Moon,’ Ferrars said, ‘I will offer you the position. When can you start?’

      
      ‘Whenever is conformable to you, Mr Ferrars,’ Mrs Moon said grandly; the lofty position she was about to assume required a
         certain amount of style. ‘Moon and me is entirely at your command.’
      

      
      Nicholas Morland checked his horse at the top of the rise and sat looking down at his home. He had been born there and would
         no doubt die there, and now, after trials and vicissitudes he preferred to shut out of his memory, he owned it. He was the
         Master of Morland Place. The house looked beautiful in the afternoon sunshine: mellow rose brick and softly yellowed stone,
         surrounded by its gardens, orchards, barns and stables; the light glinting from its moat and fish-ponds; its paddocks and
         fields rolling away on all sides dotted with ancient trees and grazed by Morland cattle. All was harmonious, solid, long-established.
         And it was all his.
      

      
      The Morlands were sheep-farmers and clothiers from ancient times: villagers spun and wove the wool from his sheep, and rolls
         of Morland Fancy were still sold throughout the Kingdom and born by ship to far corners of the earth. In more recent times,
         the Morlands had become breeders of horses: racehorses, delicate and strong like silk; saddle-horses, gentle and clever with
         mouths soft as kid gloves; and, the backbone of the business, the special breed of carriage horses called Morland Yorks which were so much in demand up and down the turnpike there was always a waiting-list.
         Post-houses knew they could not get better, for strength and speed combined with beauty and good manners. And whenever there
         was a wedding of the well-to-do in the York area, and the bridal couple took delivery of their nice shiny new carriage, their
         highest ambition was to see it drawn up to their front door by a pair (or, if Papa came down handsome enough, a team) of finely
         matched Morland bays or chestnuts.
      

      
      All this had made the Morlands rich. They were also respected: Justices of the Peace; holding commissions in peace and war;
         from raising militia to conserving woods and highways, they were the dispensers of local law, arbiters of the fate of tenants,
         servants, pensioners and villagers. And now he, Nicholas, was master; the house, the park, the farms, the stock, the property
         in York, the interest in the factories in Manchester and the rows of houses the factory workers lived in – all were his. It
         was what he had always wanted; why, then, did he so often feel restless and unhappy?
      

      
      The good times were when he was able to forget himself – like this morning, when he had been so busy schooling a pair of fine
         carriage horses that he had not noticed the time pass. There was oblivion to be had in drink, too, and opium, and in those
         pleasures of the flesh his friend Mattock had so successfully introduced him to. When he was carousing with a group of his
         cronies, drinking, gambling, laughing, making a lot of noise, he felt cheerful enough; but when the whirlwind of gaiety died
         down, and he was left alone with himself, then he felt, as he felt now, that there was something missing from his life, without
         which the golden prospect lying at his feet, the ownership of everything any man could desire, was dry and tasteless, mere
         Dead Sea fruit.
      

      
      Checkmate sighed and shifted his weight and then tried to get his head down to graze, and Nicholas checked him automatically, frowning through his thoughts. Perhaps the trouble was that he was lonely? Every man needed someone to love,
         someone to love him. He was singularly lacking in that commodity, he thought with rising self-pity. His mother, his adored,
         his sainted mother, who had always loved him best in the world, had died of cholera exactly a year ago, in May 1832. He could
         feel the tears rising at the very thought of that dreadful time. The loss to him – the agony: the wonder of it was that he
         was still alive! As if it wasn’t enough for fate to have taken his noble, respected father three years ago, in a riding accident
         (shocking irony for a man who had been known as the best rider in the Ridings!).
      

      
      His mother’s death was typical of her unselfishness: her ward, Mathilde (with whom Nicholas had been brought up as if she
         were an older sister) had caught the cholera, and she, her husband John Skelwith and five of their six children had all died.
         Nicholas’s mother, nursing them faithfully, took the sickness home with her and died in a matter of hours, leaving poor Nicky
         an orphan. Poor, poor Nicky, all alone in the world! Papa and Mother dead; Mathilde dead, who had been like a sister to him;
         his sister Sophie married and gone away to Manchester, which might as well be at the other end of the earth for all he ever
         saw her or heard from her. All alone! It was cruel!
      

      
      It was more than cruel – now his self-pity spilled over into anger – it was wicked! If his mother had had any consideration
         she would not have gone off to nurse Mathilde, risking infection like that. It was quite unnecessary – there had been plenty
         of servants to do it. It was thoughtless, too – exposing Nicky to such anxiety on her behalf, endangering his life by bringing
         the infection home, especially when he had always been so delicate, which his mother of all people ought to have remembered.
         And then to die in that selfish way! But it was always the same, he had always been surrounded by heartless people who thought of nothing but their own concerns. It was a miracle he had survived to his present age, twenty-five,
         in such a callous world. He had always known, he thought pathetically, that he would not make old bones.
      

      
      Here he had to pull out his handkerchief to blow his nose and dab his eyes, so affected was he by the contemplation of his
         own misery. Perhaps he ought to marry, he thought suddenly. He needed someone to care for him, and Morland Place ought to
         have an heir. All his acquaintances were married. His erstwhile closest friend, Harry Anstey, with whom he had shared a tutor,
         had got married last October to the love of his life, Celia Laxton – and apart from a ‘come and visit us any time at all,
         our door is always open’, Harry had completely abandoned Nicholas to his loneliness. Everyone but him had someone. Even Harry’s
         older sister Charlotte, whom everyone had expected to remain upon the shelf for ever, had married two years ago and become
         châtelaine of Bootham Park; and a very good match it was for her, for though she was handsome enough, the Ansteys were too
         numerous a family for her to have much of a portion. Well, if Lotte could marry, Nicholas Morland of Morland Place ought to
         be able to.
      

      
      The difficulty was, to whom? Heiresses were not so plentiful one could browse amongst them and take one’s pick. Of course,
         Nicky had one of the most substantial of them under his own roof – Jemima Skelwith, sole surviving child of Mathilde and John,
         was heiress to John’s not inconsiderable property as well as his building business. At the moment the business was being run
         by agents, and Nicky himself was trustee of the estate. Yes, Jemima was a very substantial heiress indeed, and it was a good
         thing that she was only twelve years old, for it would pain Nicky mightily when the time came to hand over control of her
         wealth to whoever she eventually married.
      

      
      Checkmate sighed again, felt his bit, and edged a step or two towards home: it was very hard to be held back when his stable was almost in sight. Nicholas patted his neck and gave
         him the office to walk on. In the distance, coming along the track which led from the South Road, he saw a horseman whom he
         had no difficulty in recognising as his former groom, now steward of Morland Place – Ferrars. Nicholas smiled to himself with
         agreeable malice. You could tell Ferrars a mile off from his seat on a horse, which must be the worst in the Ridings! The
         poor man must have no idea how dreadful he looked, or he would go into the city in a gig. If I looked such a muffin in the
         saddle, Nicholas thought, I’d never cross another horse all the rest of my life!
      

      
      Ferrars reached the junction of the two tracks first, and reined his horse to wait for his master.

      
      ‘Good day, sir.’

      
      ‘Well, well,’ Nicholas said, turning Checkmate’s head as he tried to take a bite out of Ferrars’ gelding in passing, ‘and
         what have you been up to?’
      

      
      ‘Looking after your interests, sir, as I always do. Indeed, it is my pleasure as well as my duty,’ Ferrars said, falling in
         beside his master. ‘Have you passed an agreeable day?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve been schooling the blacks up at Twelvetrees,’ Nicholas said, ‘and now all I have in contemplation is dinner alone in
         my big empty dining-room, and an evening alone in my big empty drawing-room with nothing to do.’
      

      
      Ferrars glanced sideways at him. Now what start was this? he thought impatiently. ‘I’m sure, sir, if it would amuse you, I
         should be willing—’
      

      
      ‘To play chess with me? or tables? or piquet?’ Nicholas interrupted with a sarcastic sneer. ‘And no doubt you think that is
         all the solace a personable man of fortune is entitled to expect when he has finished his day’s labours?’
      

      
      Ferrars was feeling his way in the dark. Solace? What was this? Was he seeking encouragement to go into York to the Willow Tree, Mrs Jeffreys’ discreet establishment in Straker’s Passage, or the new and wildly expensive Golden Cage
         whose little birds did a lot more than sing? ‘Pleasures of all sorts are available to the gentleman of sophistication, sir,’
         he said carefully, ‘who knows where to look for them.’
      

      
      But Nicholas was not in the mood to be reminded of the things he did that he would not have liked his mother to know about.
         He blushed with a mixture of embarrassment and fury. ‘I’m not talking about pleasures, you block! Not – not that sort of thing! I’m talking about marriage.’
      

      
      ‘Marriage?’ Ferrars said incredulously. This was as bad as could be. Better nip it in the bud.

      
      ‘Yes marriage, what else? Why are you looking so stupid?’ Nicholas turned on him in exasperation. ‘What could be more natural
         than that a man in my position should be thinking about marriage?’
      

      
      ‘Many things, I should think,’ Ferrars said boldly. ‘Most men in your position would be only too pleased to have their freedom
         to enjoy themselves and spend their own fortune, instead of having a wife and a baggage of brats to spend it for them.’
      

      
      ‘You know nothing about men in my position,’ Nicholas said scornfully. ‘How could you? Son of a servant, born to service –
         never owned anything but what your master puts on your back – how should you understand the feelings of a gentleman and a
         landowner? Morland Place is the most important estate in the Riding, and the Morlands have lived here since – since – well,
         they’ve always lived here. My position demands that I marry and get an heir. It is my duty as much as the King of England’s.’
         Nicky liked that analogy, and paused to hear it again in memory.
      

      
      Ferrars shrugged. ‘Oh, well, sir, if it is your duty – but there’s no hurry about it. Plenty of years yet to enjoy yourself,
         before you need worry about the getting of an heir. Getting heirs is a sport for old men, when their hunting days are over.’
      

      
      Nicky wasn’t impressed. ‘Don’t talk nonsense! It’s not just that the estate needs an heir. Morland Place needs a mistress,
         and I need a wife. How can I entertain and take my place in society without a hostess? And – ’ he forestalled the next interruption
         from Ferrars, ‘I want a companion. It is pitiful that the man who owns all this—’ he waved his hand to signify the house,
         the land, and all the invisible assets of the estate, ‘should have no company or affection by his own hearth.’
      

      
      Ferrars was contemplating the ruin of his dreams, but he knew better than to go on opposing Nicholas directly. Instead he
         tried a sideways approach, pretending to consider the matter seriously.
      

      
      ‘Of course, sir, I understand. But you know, it occurs to me – forgive me if I speak out of turn – that if you were to marry
         now it would put out of reach for ever your wonderful opportunity with Miss Skelwith. Even if—’
      

      
      Nicky stared. ‘What are you suggesting? Jemima is a child – twelve years old.’

      
      ‘Only two years, sir, from marriageable age,’ Ferrars reminded him.

      
      ‘You don’t understand these things,’ Nicky said. ‘It would be scandalous for a man to marry his own ward before she came of
         age. I don’t even know if it’s legal. But even if it is, it would be shocking bad form to take advantage of a girl in a position
         where she would find it difficult to refuse.’
      

      
      Ferrars looked away. ‘Well, sir, you might wait until she comes of age. There could be no objection then. If you marry now,
         you may come to regret it later when Miss Skelwith is able to choose for herself.’
      

      
      Nicholas had thought of that – of the pain of losing Jemima’s money – but there was another consideration which he could not
         voice to Ferrars. Jemima’s mother, Mathilde, had been brought up almost as a sister to Nicky; but more importantly than that,
         there was a persistent rumour, which Nicky had long been aware of, that Jemima’s father, John Skelwith, was in fact a by-blow of Nicky’s own father, which would make him Nicky’s half-brother
         and Jemima, therefore, Nicky’s niece. Uncle-and-niece marriages were not unknown, but they were not considered the thing,
         not at all the thing. Nicholas didn’t want a marriage that was in any way to be frowned upon; he wanted people to shake their
         heads in wonder at his acumen and good fortune, not in pity for his shame.
      

      
      ‘Even when she’s twenty-one, it would still have a very off appearance for me to be marrying my ward. No, what I want is a
         woman of large fortune and great beauty; a docile, good-tempered, affectionate, virtuous girl, who will admire me and look
         up to me. If such a woman should come in my way, why, I would marry her tomorrow and make her mistress of Morland Place –
         and that’s as good a bargain as any female could want, considering who and what I am.’
      

      
      ‘Yes sir,’ said Ferrars with such profound gloom that Nicky’s momentary golden vision faded. He sighed. The trouble was that
         it seemed about as likely that such a woman would appear tomorrow as that it would rain seven-shilling pieces.
      

      
      Mr and Mrs Henry Anstey had a small house in Gillygate – not a fashionable street, and the house was old and inconvenient
         for the servants; but it had all been newly painted, and Henry, who was a great contriver, had by having a door rehung here
         and a chimney improved there made it snug and comfortable. All his friends said it was the completest thing and wondered afterwards
         what it was about the house that struck them so homelike. Few of them realised that it was the quiet attentiveness of the
         hostess that made the difference, and went home babbling of patent-fires and muffin-warmers. But Celia Laxton had long done
         the honours of her father’s house before she married Henry – her mother being semi-invalid and wholly idle – and since her father’s friends were solid, prosperous, elderly men of business, she had early learned what
         constituted real comfort without show.
      

      
      She had had something to do to persuade her father to let her marry Henry, who was only a youngest son and dependent on what
         he earned by his endeavours at the offices of Greaves and Russell, attorneys, of High Ousegate. Sir Percy Laxton did not despise
         men who lived by their wits, and he knew Henry Anstey well enough to acquit him of being a fortune-hunter; but after all,
         Celia was his only daughter, beautiful, treasured and – he believed – delicate. He wanted her to be comfortable and secure;
         and besides, all fathers want their daughters to make great matches. But Celia was single-minded for all her air of fragility.
         One evening she had sat upon Papa’s lap and wound her soft arms round his neck and told him that if she could not have Harry
         she would never marry at all. Sir Percy had sighed and yielded, resolving privately to tie up little Cely’s fortune good and
         tight, just in case he had been mistaken about the Anstey boy.
      

      
      He need not have worried: in a pre-nuptial interview the happy couple informed him that they wanted to live simply on what
         Harry earned, and suggested that Celia’s dowry be put in trust for their future children. Sir Percy bristled at the idea of
         his beloved child making economies and having no money of her own to spend, and at last agreement was reached that Celia’s
         pin-money should match shilling for shilling Harry’s salary, to be spent as she saw fit without enquiry from anyone, husband
         or father. It still did not really satisfy Sir Percy, who salved his pride by deciding to come down pretty handsome at the
         time of the wedding. Lord Anstey – Harry’s brother who was now head of the family – gave the lease of the little house as
         his wedding-gift, and a beautiful set of china; Celia had all her grandmother’s plate, and her aunts provided her with linen;
         so Sir Percy had nothing to do but insist on furnishing and decorating the house from top to bottom, and buying them a smart new chaise. For their first wedding-anniversary he had already put in an order
         for a pair of Morland blacks to draw it – Morland horses were so much in demand, an order six months ahead was not too soon.
      

      
      The result was that everything in the little house was bran-new and modem, and Celia and Harry started married life in want
         of absolutely nothing – except perhaps the fun of make-do and manage. But they were an intelligent pair, very much in love,
         and with an evenness of temper which made them equal to facing even the awful prospect of being completely happy. The house
         in Gillygate had proved an irresistible draw to their friends, and it was rarely that they sat down to dinner alone.
      

      
      Nicholas knew all this, of course. He had been at their wedding – he had even agreed to school the pair of blacks himself,
         when Sir Percy made it plain he expected him to offer to do so – but he had never been to their new house. His lifelong intimacy
         with Harry had cooled of recent years, though Harry at least had no idea why. Nicky thought Harry disapproved of the set he
         went around with – though the fact was that Harry’s life was so crowded with his own concerns he hardly knew who they were,
         and he missed Nicky only when the sight of him passing down the street reminded him how rarely they met these days. But had
         he known the direction Nicky’s interests had taken he would have disapproved, and that was enough to make Nicholas hate him.
      

      
      However, Nicholas’s thoughts about marriage, and a disinclination for his own undiluted company, made him at last decide to
         go and view Harry’s marital bliss for himself, and to take up the invitation to ‘take his pot-luck any evening’ which Harry
         had pressed upon him with the parting clasp of his hand at the wedding-breakfast seven months ago. Nicholas left his horse
         at the York Tavern and walked through to Gillygate. As he drew nearer, his steps slowed of their own accord. He began to grow
         nervous. Suppose they were dining out? Suppose they had company? Suppose he was simply told ‘not at home’ – how would he ever
         rid himself of the conviction they had refused to receive him? He was suddenly aware that they had never issued any formal
         invitation to him, though newly-married couples generally could be depended on to be sending out cards at least twice a week.
      

      
      Then he drew himself together: this was all nonsense. Who was Harry Anstey? No-one! Should Nicholas Morland of Morland Place
         feel anxious and humble about visiting him? Never! It would be an honour, and more than they deserved, for the Henry Ansteys
         to receive him, especially without invitation, which was treating them with all the distinguishing privilege of long friendship.
         He ought really to have called on them before, just so that they could have his card on display for everyone to see. It was
         remiss of him not to have conferred his public approval on the match by calling on them. Two of our best families, he told
         himself magisterially; very good sort of people indeed; an unexceptionable match. And they would be grateful for the attention.
         Buoyed by this view of the situation, he found the house and rapped authoritatively on the front door.
      

      
      His anxieties returned in full force as he trod up the stairs behind the servant, and he was in such a state of nerves when
         he was shown into the parlour that he was able to take in nothing except that Harry and Celia were not alone. But Harry’s
         greeting was everything he could have hoped for.
      

      
      ‘Nicky! How good of you to call! I’ve been hoping so much you would. Cely, my love—’ He drew her forward, and she greeted
         Nicky with matronly calm and said she was pleased to welcome him to their new home.
      

      
      Nicky immediately became acutely conscious that he had sent them no wedding-gift – something which must have been remarked
         by everyone. True, he had still been in mourning for his mother at the time of the wedding, which could be held to excuse a certain absence of mind, but he might have made the omission good at any time since.
      

      
      ‘You will stay for supper now you’re here?’ Harry was saying, and Celia added, ‘Oh please do. It’s only what we were having
         ourselves, but we should be very glad if you’d stay.’
      

      
      ‘We mean to have a formal dinner party soon, but I wanted to wait until you were fully out of mourning,’ Harry added. ‘I know
         how seriously you Morlands take the formalities – and your mother’s death was such a shocking blow to us all, we could only
         guess what it meant to you. But you will stay now you’re here?’
      

      
      Clouds of various sorts seemed to clear from Nicholas’s eyes. ‘But I’m afraid you aren’t alone. I don’t wish to intrude—’

      
      ‘Lord, it’s only family – Aggie and Ceddie, and George Cave, who’s as good as family,’ Henry said, waving a dismissive hand
         towards the three who were waiting in the background.
      

      
      Well, so they were, Nicholas discovered, able at last to turn and look at them: Harry’s younger sister Aglaea; Ceddie Laxton,
         Celia’s vacuous elder brother; and George Cave, son of the rector of Middlethorpe, who had been at school with them. They
         came forward now and shook hands, and Nicky began to feel more comfortable. Ceddie’s languid ‘How d’e do?’ was the same one
         he gave to all creatures as he ambled through life, amiable and uncritical: Nicky could never feel threatened by Ceddie. George
         Cave was just the sort of person he could and did ignore: a quiet, rather scholarly young man in orders, whose father had
         a small estate which he would inherit along with the living. And Aglaea he had known literally all her life, from the time
         he had first peered critically into her cot when he was two years old.
      

      
      She was the youngest of the Ansteys and Harry’s particular pet: because they came together at the tail end of a large family, she and Harry had always been especially close. Nicholas was not unaware that Harry had once cherished
         the idea that Nicholas might many her one day. It had not seemed out of the question then. The Morlands and Ansteys were close
         – Harry’s mother had been a Morland of a collateral branch – and fourteen-year-olds don’t understand the full implications
         of marriage, rank and interest. But the Ansteys were not landed, and Aglaea would only have three thousand pounds, and in
         reality such an alliance was far out of her reach.
      

      
      Nicky had not seen her since Harry’s wedding, and as she placed her hand in his he realised that he had not really looked
         at her in years. She was not ‘Harry’s little sister’ any more. She had not grown up handsome or tall, but she had a pleasant
         face, a womanly figure, and soft brown hair. She smiled at Nicholas, but her expression was otherwise rather grave: she had
         always been the quiet one, shy and reserved. It was a pity, he thought, that she had not more of something – more beauty,
         more sparkle, above all more dowry – for if he had to marry, it would be pleasant, he thought, to marry someone he knew very
         well and could be confident of controlling. Aglaea would never argue or criticise or want her own way; she would not be dashing
         about the country paying visits, talking about him behind his back. She’d have made a comfortable, economical, stay-at-home
         sort of wife.
      

      
      But it was out of the question – Nicholas Morland of Morland Place to marry a plain girl with three thousand pounds? Not to
         be thought of! How would that arouse the envy, the wonder, the respect of the world? He would be laughed at, pitied even –
         they would think he had asked her because he despaired of anything better. No, poor Aglaea must take her chance; and with
         her limited assets she would likely end up an old maid, and be grateful to live with Harry and Celia as unofficial governess
         to their children.
      

      
      As the evening passed, Nicholas noticed several things: that Harry and Celia were very much in love and very happy; that everyone
         but him felt very much at home in this snug, well-furnished house, which they had obviously visited on many occasions; and
         that George Cave was more than a little interested in Aglaea. These two had several quiet conversations together, and though
         there was nothing either pointed or improper in his attentions, it became clear to Nicky from the way Cave looked at her that
         he was on the way to being in love. As to her feelings for him, Nicky could not be so sure. She was uniformly quiet and modest,
         but there was at least something comfortable in the way she spoke with him that suggested this was not the first evening they
         had spent together by the same fire.
      

      
      Nicholas was intrigued; later the intrigue turned to annoyance when he caught sight of Henry’s face as he watched George talking
         to Aglaea. Harry’s expression was fond and complacent, as one who has successfully made a match. So, Harry was planning a
         wedding for Aggie, was he? He had lowered his sights somewhat in the last ten years, Nicholas thought peevishly. Now a priggish
         parson with a mouldy Elizabethan manor, hardly better than a farmhouse, was good enough for the sister Harry had once wanted
         to see installed as mistress of Morland Place! Nicky found that insulting. He wasn’t sure whether it was an insult to have
         George Cave preferred to him, or whether the insult lay in having planned to wed Aglaea to him in the first place; but that
         Harry was insulting him he had no doubt.
      

      
      When they sat down to supper, Aglaea had been placed at Nicky’s side (to George’s obvious disappointment) and he took the
         trouble to talk to her, meaning to draw her out and discover what lay beneath the quiet exterior. He was only partly successful:
         conversation certainly flourished between them, but he soon found it was he who was talking about himself. He liked the subject,
         however, and she seemed really interested in what he had to say, and deeply sympathetic to all the ill-luck and lack of understanding
         that had bedevilled his life. He found he was enjoying himself much more than he had expected to, and the occasional glances
         that George Cave cast at them across the table enhanced his pleasure.
      

      
      Not that conversation flagged elsewhere – the other four had plenty to say, and obviously found each other amusing company.
         Much of what they said was exactly of that trivial and esoteric kind that marks really close friends who meet each other often,
         which Nicholas found most annoying in other people, because it made him feel shut out. That, of course, was the purpose of
         it, he knew quite well. They were going to some lengths to make it plain that they hadn’t missed his company at all. They
         wanted him to know that they could get on very well without him – that George Cave, in fact, was a perfectly acceptable substitute
         for Nicholas Morland of Morland Place.
      

      
      His habitual resentment was fed by the sound of their laughter, the warmth and comfort of the room, and the good claret which
         flowed unstintingly into his glass, all of which, oddly, made him feel more and more left out, cold, miserable, unloved. Only
         Aglaea’s kindly interest in him saved the evening – and it was that which gave him the idea for his revenge. He saw it all,
         with the perfect clarity and logic that comes at a certain stage of drunkenness: he would make it his business to cut George
         Cave out. He would court Aglaea, make her in love with him, and show Harry, who was so stupidly content with the grubbing
         little Cave fortune, exactly what he had missed. And then, when everyone was expecting him to make a formal proposal, then
         – then he would drop her. That would teach them all a lesson! That would show Harry Anstey! He was not entirely sure what it would show Harry Anstey, but he had no doubt that Harry deserved a lesson, and that Nicholas Morland was the man to give
         it to him.
      

      
      * * *

      
      Harry walked downstairs with Nicholas when it was time for him to go, shook his hand with the utmost cordiality, begged him
         to come again soon.
      

      
      Nicky decided it was time to pave the way. ‘I’m sorry I can’t ask you and Celia to dine, but of course I have no hostess.
         We sad bachelors—’ he sighed and let the sentence hang.
      

      
      Harry seemed not to be listening. ‘Nicky,’ he said hesitantly, ‘there was something I wanted to mention to you in private
         – about your brother.’
      

      
      Nicholas’s face went stony. ‘I have no brother.’

      
      Harry persisted. ‘About Benedict – someone I know said they saw him in Selby, that he’s living there, or nearby, and working
         on the railway. Is it possible?’
      

      
      ‘I know nothing about it,’ Nicholas said harshly. ‘I’ve told you, I have no brother. He who was my brother is dead to me.
         You will not mention him to me again, if you please.’
      

      
      Harry bit his lip. ‘Nicky, old fellow, you know I would not do anything to offend you, but I must say I really think you were
         mistaken about Bendy. You see, last year I heard something – I came upon some evidence – well, it convinced me that he was
         innocent of the things you—’
      

      
      Nicholas gripped him by the upper arms, looking levelly into his face, and said gravely and sincerely, ‘Harry, old friend,
         I’m not offended, but you must allow me to know my own brother better than you. The worst thing about him was the way he managed
         to conceal his depravity from everyone but me. I assure you it is you who are mistaken, not me. Good God! Do you think I would
         banish my own flesh and blood without the clearest, most incontrovertible proof of his guilt?’
      

      
      ‘Why – no, of course not – but—’

      
      Nicky gave him a little, friendly shake. ‘Dear old Harry, always so generous, always so reluctant to think ill of anyone!
         That’s why we all love you so.’ Harry was touched – it was long since Nicky had shown him so much affection. ‘You’re a good man,’ Nicky went on. ‘But don’t be deceived
         about Bendy. Believe me, I know a great deal more than I can ever tell you. Trust me – and never mention his name to me again.
         He is dead to me now – let him be dead to you, for our friendship’s sake.’
      

      
      Harry was not proof against such an appeal. ‘Very well, old fellow, if you say so.’

      
      Nicky released him, and smiled. ‘Thank you again for a most pleasant evening. You are a lucky man in your domestic happiness.’

      
      Harry watched him walk away down the street, still a little puzzled; and then shrugged and dismissed the matter from his mind.
         He was a practical creature, and a Nicky in the hand was more important to him than a possible Bendy in the bush.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      The coach rocked and bounced, shooting a loose stone away from under its wheel rim with a crack like a rifle-shot; the roof
         passengers lifted an inch or so off their seats and dropped again on their rumps with a hard smack. Benedict clutched at his
         hat and grinned with exhilaration. When you were twenty-one and full of the juice of life, it was a wonderful thing to ride
         on the top of one of the great flying coaches, bounding along at more than twelve miles an hour with the wind whipping past
         your cheeks. Ah, this was the great age of road travel! Everything got out of the way of the Ebor at the sound of her horn the pikes opened like magic before her, humbler vehicles drew hastily aside from the crown of the
         road. Unchallenged they swept through the countryside, whipping past trees, farms, villages in an instant, leaving astonished
         cows and wondering children gawping in their dust.
      

      
      The bright May air was warm and filled with the scents of the land. Coming through the Midlands they had passed through open
         champion, unfenced fields of young wheat and beans rolling away on either side like the sea, the scent of beanflower as powerful
         and elusive as a waking dream. Now there were deep hedgerows to either side, heavy with perfumed hawthorn, the grass verges
         were frothed with lacy kex, the glossy trees were fat with leaf and gently waving in the breeze. This was Yorkshire, the old
         enclosures – his home country. Now there were neat fields, tidy cottages and prosperous yeoman-farms, small brown brooks and slowly turning windmills, mild-eyed
         cows grazing under the broad shady skirts of chestnut trees. And everywhere sheep and lambs, dotted like daisies across the
         pastures, were busy about their old Yorkshire alchemy, turning grass into wool and sweet mutton – turning green into gold.
      

      
      Benedict was a Morland, and the land and the sheep were in his blood. He could not see these well-kept, productive acres without
         pleasure; but now other interests fired his mind. All the way up he had been thinking of man’s inborn delight in speed, and
         of the means of rapid travel which had been developing in the last ten years. Telford and Macadam between them had provided
         the science to build roads smoother and harder than the world had ever known. From London they reached out to the most distant
         parts of the Kingdom, and fine English horses and the flying coaches bore men and women along them at speeds never before
         dreamed of. It was no idle boast that the Shrewsbury Wonder and the Hirondelle competed for the tide of fastest coach in the world: nothing in any other country could come near them. It was said that
         the Shrewsbury Wonder covered one of her eight-mile stages in thirty minutes, and could complete a change of horses in thirty seconds. Of course,
         the Ebor was not quite in that class, but she was still a marvel: London to York in twenty-three hours! And yet Benedict carried in
         his heart the secret knowledge that there were things afoot which would soon make the Ebor and her sister-flyers seem as archaic as pack-horses. And there was a part of him that would regret it. There was nothing,
         nothing like this!
      

      
      They were coming into Selby now. The horses’ speed fell off a little as houses sprang up on either side, separated at first,
         and then joined together in one neat, prosperous terrace, seeming to narrow the road, as though funnelling life into the town.
         Suddenly there were people, and dogs, and carts, and traffic. Now other noises intruded through the diminished thunder of the Ebor – voices human and canine, the banging and rattling and thumping of workmen, and far, far overhead the screaming of swifts
         remote in their insect-filled heaven. There was a smell of coal-dust in the air and an atmosphere of purpose. Bendy looked
         about him eagerly: this was the new England – young, bustling, thrustful. Selby was a busy town. From its impressive wharves,
         steamers went down the river to Hull, and from Hull to London and the Baltic ports, so it was an important staging-post for
         trade of all kinds, both import and export; but especially for the coal from the South Yorkshire mines. And it was the coal,
         of course, which ultimately accounted for his being there—
      

      
      The guard’s horn interrupted his thoughts. They were rattling into the cobbled Market Square, under the elegant, pale bulk
         of the Abbey, whose lacy pinnacles were etched against the sky like a rehearsal for York Minster. The White lion was just
         ahead, the last change before York, before the final destination of the Pack Horse Inn in Micklegate. The horn sounded again
         and again to clear the way, but the guard found time between toots to remove it from his lips and tap Benedict briskly on
         the shoulder. ‘Now then, young gentleman, look alive! Selby is not a bait, y’ knaw, and the old Ebor waits for no man.’
      

      
      ‘I won’t hold you up,’ Benedict said cheerfully. ‘I’ve just the one bag – that one there.’ He nodded to it, and slipped his
         fingers into his waistcoat pocket for the shilling he had put there in readiness. The guard’s eye, bright and quick, observed
         the movement as a blackbird spots the flicker of a worm in a wet lawn. His leathery hand reached out and spirited the coin
         away.
      

      
      ‘Ah’ll th’ow it down to thee, maister,’ he said, and his descent into the vernacular was a friendliness. ‘Haud tight, now.’

      
      The warning was timely, for the coach swayed violently as it swung off the road and into the inn-yard, and there was a muted chorus of shrieks from the inside passengers as they
         were flung against each other. The whip called ‘Hoa, hoa, sta-a-and’, the guard applied the brake, and the horses halted with
         a scrape and a clatter. They stood blowing and shaking their heads, dripping foam onto the cobbles, and in the enclosed space
         of the yard the smell of their hot sweat rose up suddenly like cooking-steam from a pot.
      

      
      ‘Now then, maister, wick now!’ the guard prompted tersely. Benedict stood, turned, swung himself over the side, found one
         metal rung with his left foot and then dropped the rest of the way. Even as his feet touched ground his bag came flying at
         him, and he had to catch it high to save his hat from being knocked off. The coach looked massive from down here, and the
         ground under his feet seemed to jolt and twitch; the thick smells assailing him after the freshness of the drive were making
         him want to sneeze. But there was no time for leisurely observation. The yard was seething like a kicked ants’ nest and if
         he didn’t move out of the way he would be knocked over.
      

      
      A stagecoach change was always a great thing to watch, and the windows of the inn were thronged with onlookers, idlers hung
         about the yard, and several gentlemen had appeared at the coffee-room door, glasses in hand, to watch the fun. The fresh horses
         had been ready and waiting, held by the ostlers precisely positioned to either side. The instant the coach stopped the boys
         had dashed in and unhitched the spent team, and were now running them forward and away as the fresh horses were led into place,
         the wheelers poled-up, and the leaders’ traces attached. The guard meanwhile was throwing down parcels to a waiting porter,
         and receiving a box labelled for York in return, while a well-dressed schoolboy of about fourteen was furtively negotiating
         with the whip for Bendy’s empty place on the top. It was against the law to carry anyone not on the waybill, but there was always a chance that a driver might be venial.
      

      
      Bendy found himself standing beside a prosperously portly man in an old-fashioned mulberry coat and striped waistcoat, who
         had emerged from the inn door and was holding in his open palm a huge gold hunter.
      

      
      ‘I always like to time her,’ he remarked as he caught Benedict’s eye. ‘One minute exact, never more, never less. Runs like
         a machine, the old Ebor. Set your watch by her.’
      

      
      It was done, it was all done already. The ostlers were stepping out of the way, the whip shouted ‘Stand clear!’, the guard
         sounded the horn. The leaders pranced a little as they felt the bit and then flung themselves into their collars, and the
         coach gave a great lurch and started forward, the roof passengers (the schoolboy now among them) jerking first backwards and
         then forwards as if they were all-of-a-piece. The boys ran ahead of her like spilled peas to make sure the road outside was
         clear; the horn sounded again and the Ebor rushed through the arch, swayed violently to the right and was gone.
      

      
      ‘One minute to change, just as I said,’ the gentleman remarked with as much satisfaction as if he had been personally responsible.
         ‘Marvellous, marvellous!’ He snapped his watch closed and returned it, with some difficulty, to his tightly stretched fob-pocket.
         ‘What do they want railways for, answer me that, when they’ve coaches like the Ebor? Railways, bah! Stuff and nonsense! Give me the open road and a flying coach any day.’ He eyed Benedict a little belligerently.
         ‘What do you say, sir? You ain’t one of these railway-loving folk, are you?’
      

      
      ‘I just came in on the Ebor, sir,’ Benedict said, neatly avoiding the question. ‘She’s a wonderful vehicle.’ The crowds were dispersing now as the wet
         rumps of the weary team disappeared into the stables; the windows had cleared of heads and forearms, and the normal life of
         the yard was resuming. Two post-boys with dust-jackets over their livery came out to sit on the bench, sparrows flew down to peck between the cobbles, and a cat who had fled at
         the first sound of the horn came slinking back to her sunny doorstep to watch the sparrows. Somebody’s delayed departure was
         evidently imminent, too, for a nice-looking team of chestnuts was being led out, while two men dragged up a chaise which had
         been pushed back into the corner of the yard.
      

      
      ‘She’s more than that,’ the portly man was saying, ‘she’s an institution. And if I meet any of these railway people I’ll have
         something to tell ’em. Tearing up the countryside – they should be horsewhipped! It’ll be the ruin of hunting, you mark my
         words. Stephenson, pish! Probably never crossed a horse in his life.’
      

      
      But Bendy was hardly listening, for over the portly man’s shoulder he had seen the form of a young woman appear in the doorway.
         She was divinely fair, dressed in a wide-caped, nip-waisted mantle of deep green velvet and a huge, preposterous hat decorated
         with ribbons and feathers and flowers, under which clusters of golden curls framed her face. She carried a muff of banded
         black fur and a lacy parasol, and a beaded ridicule hung from her arm: everything about her was the pinnacle of fashion. She
         allowed her glance to rest just an instant on Bendy’s face before lowering it as she picked her way down the two steps to
         the yard as though it were a task that needed all her concentration. The glance had not been long enough to tell, but Bendy
         was sure her eyes must be as blue as her delicate cheeks were pink.
      

      
      She was followed by a stony-faced maid, and an inn-servant carrying a dressing-case and a basket. Bendy, stepping politely
         back out of the way, looking in vain for whatever gentleman she might be travelling with – for it was unthinkable that such
         a goddess should stir out of doors without a protector. The portly gentleman – the railway-hater – turned to see what Bendy
         was looking at, and his expression softened.
      

      
      ‘Bless my soul, there you are, my dear! Are you feeling better now?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Papa, thank you.’

      
      Her voice was sweet and tuneful – but, oh horrors, this man her father? Could that delicate Meissen shepherdess really be
         related to this crude Staffordshire toby? Bendy could only stare and doubt.
      

      
      ‘Good, good!’ the toby continued. ‘And I see they are bringing up our chaise now.’

      
      ‘Yes, Papa. I ordered it when I put on my hat.’

      
      ‘That’s a good girl. Well thought of, yes, yes. We can get on our way, then.’

      
      ‘Yes, Papa,’ she said demurely; but she peeped again at Bendy – blue, he thought, quite, quite blue. The portly gentleman
         appeared suddenly to realise that his proximity to Bendy must be giving a false impression of being acquainted with him. He
         cleared his throat sternly and frowned, and moved to place his body deliberately between Bendy and the vision of loveliness
         as he offered her his arm. There were to be no more glances, then – though the maid, as she passed, gave Bendy a full-bodied
         glare of comprehensive disapproval. The ostlers were still putting the horses to in a leisurely manner (they would not hurry
         for a mere private chaise) but the portly man assisted his daughter into the carriage anyway, plainly thinking she’d be safer
         there. Bendy thought with an inward grin that it was lucky the gentleman didn’t know the kind of ne’er-do-well he was really
         dealing with.
      

      
      It would not be the thing to stay and stare now he’d been warned off, so he picked up his bag and set off out of the yard
         and along the main street. He had a longish walk home ahead of him, and he debated briefly whether to take the shorter route
         across the fields, or to stick to the road in the hope of a lift from a friendly carter. It was growing dusk, and there were
         big, dark-edged clouds coming up from the south-west, which decided him. The fields looked pretty wet, and in the gloaming
         he would not be able to see the puddles: he had doubts about his boots. He hitched his bag more comfortably and set out on the road
         towards Monk Fryston. Soon he had left the houses behind. The empty road seemed at once darker, and a cold, evening smell
         rose up from the earth. He set himself a swinging, regular pace along the crown of the road, and for occupation let his mind
         linger on the pleasure a tiny foot in a well-turned boot could give. She had been the essence of femininity: absurd hat, bobbing
         curls, shy blush and air of fragility. He wondered who she was, and concluded that it hardly mattered, for he would never
         see her again. If they were travellers, they must live far from here.
      

      
      With one part of his mind he was listening for the sound of wheels behind him, but when it came at last, it sounded like a
         gentleman’s carriage, not a farm-cart. He had little hope that a gentleman would offer him a seat. He moved to the side of
         the road and looked round – yes, a smart black britsky and a pair of Morland bays – and stood to let it pass; but to his surprise
         it began to slow, and pulled up just a little beyond him. The nearside window was let down and a man’s head in a tall hat
         poked out.
      

      
      ‘Doost want a ride? It’s like to rain any minute.’

      
      ‘Why – yes, thank you, sir. I should be much obliged.’

      
      ‘Jump in then. Look lively!’

      
      Bendy obeyed, and a moment later was seated in one corner of the carriage amongst the agreeable smell of new upholstery, while
         his benefactor lolled in the other corner and examined him lazily from beneath his eyelids. He was a strange-looking man,
         tall and heavily-built, with an air of physical strength lately turned to fat, like a hard man come upon soft living. He seemed
         about forty years old, but it was hard to tell exactly – he might have been older or younger. His face was broad at the eye
         and his cheeks were like slabs, but his mouth was small and full like a girl’s and his chin a little round button. His nose
         was an indeterminate splodge, which looked as though it might have been broken at some time, and his skin was rough and coarse-pored. Altogether they seemed not the features of a gentleman,
         and his speech had been broad; but his carriage and his clothes were expensive, and his air was one of ease and authority
         – not an easy man to classify.
      

      
      His eyes, behind those thick, heavy lids which drooped so strangely at the outer corners, were as flat as bootsoles; but something
         told Bendy this was not a stupid man, nor a slow one. Not a man to cross, either – there was temper in that small, petulant-looking
         mouth. Bendy wished he could have got a look at the hands, which might have revealed something, but they were covered by expensive
         gloves of soft York tan with jet buttons, which looked new.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ the man said suddenly, ‘tha’ll know me again, that’s for damn’ sure. Tha’s looked me over careful enough.’

      
      It was said good-humouredly, so Bendy said, ‘And you have me.’

      
      ‘Aye.’ No more than that was vouchsafed. ‘Where s’l I take thee, then?’

      
      ‘To the crossroads at Monk Fryston, if you are going so far,’ Bendy said. It was only about a mile from there to his house.

      
      ‘I’m bahn to Ledsham,’ the other said neutrally. ‘And where might you be heading, young man?’ Bendy hesitated, and the man
         cocked an amused and knowing eye at him. ‘To th’ workings, is it? Nay, tha’s nowt to fear from me, I’ll not break thee head
         for it. I’ve a great interest in railways.’
      

      
      ‘How did you guess?’ Bendy asked, intrigued by his companion.

      
      ‘Here’s a young gentleman, good walker, surveyor’s eye and an all-weather face. Even hunting four days a week doesn’t complect
         a man like that. My face was hardened on a farm, as you may guess from my talk – born in Howsham, son of a farmer, that’s
         me – but if you weren’t born a gentleman my name isn’t George Hudson.’
      

      
      ‘Many things can give a man a brown face,’ Bendy said.

      
      ‘Eh, well, tha’s not a jolly jack tar!’ the man chuckled. ‘Nay, with a bunch o’ seals on thy weskit and that nip-waisted coat
         and that hat, th’art a railway man if ever I saw one. Engineer, is it?’
      

      
      ‘Yes sir,’ Bendy gave in with good grace. ‘Benedict Morland’s my name. I’m overseeing the cutting near South Milford, and
         I have a house there. That’s where I’m heading.’
      

      
      Hudson’s interest seemed to kindle. ‘Morland, eh? Not related t’the Morlands of York? Morland o’ Morland Place?’

      
      ‘I am – connected,’ Bendy said warily. ‘Are you from York, sir?’

      
      ‘I thought any York man might have heard of me,’ Hudson said, though he didn’t seem offended. ‘Mine is a very big name in
         the drapery business. Nicolson and Hudson’s, on College Street, that’s my place. Started as a prentice at fourteen and now
         I own it, lock, stock and barrel! Married the boss’s daughter, and now I have a business that turns over thirty thousand pound
         a year, at five and twenty per cent profit. Now then!’ There was something almost endearing, Benedict thought with faint amusement,
         about his boastful pride in his achievement; but still there was more to this man than bombast. Something warned Bendy to
         be careful.
      

      
      ‘That’s very praiseworthy, sir,’ he said.

      
      ‘Aye, tha’s not been picked oop by Johnny Nobody,’ Hudson declared. ‘A man o’ substance, that’s what I am.’ And then he added
         casually, ‘But tha must have been in my shop a time or two. Most gentlemen are in and out of ma shop like lambs’ tails.’
      

      
      Bendy was glad that the gathering dusk inside the carriage was masking his face a little, for the subject of drapery was embarrassing to him, and he would have given half a guinea to know how much this man knew and how much was
         mere coincidence.
      

      
      ‘I – I don’t recollect,’ Bendy said vaguely. ‘Perhaps I may. I haven’t lived in York for some years.’ It was necessary to
         change the subject. ‘If you are interested in railways, sir, you will be interested in the news from London today.’
      

      
      ‘What news is that, then?’ Hudson asked, humouring him.

      
      ‘The two Railways Acts have gone through – for the Grand Junction and the London and Birmingham. Both gone through the same
         day.’
      

      
      ‘Have they, by God?’ Now he was genuinely interested.

      
      ‘In a few years’ time it will be possible to travel by railway all the way from Liverpool to London, with only a few trifling
         baits.’
      

      
      ‘And what would they be for, sir?’ He seemed almost annoyed by the idea of stopping for anything.

      
      ‘Oh, for changing lines, and buying tickets. There would be three different companies involved, of course, for the first part
         would be on the Liverpool and Manchester’s lines.’ Hudson nodded thoughtfully. ‘But even so,’ Bendy went on, ‘the whole journey
         will likely take no more than ten or twelve hours – can you imagine it!’
      

      
      ‘That I can,’ said Hudson with some vigour. ‘I tell thee, young man, I’ve been reading everything I can lay my hands on about
         the railways. It fires my mind like nothing else!’
      

      
      ‘It will be a tremendous undertaking,’ Bendy said, glad of an interested listener. ‘Especially the London and Birmingham –
         that cuts through some of the most difficult terrain in the country. Why, the first incline out of London is so steep they
         will probably have to use a stationary engine for it. And then there’s the Chiltern Hills – the workings will be prodigious,
         cuttings and tunnels longer and deeper than anything yet seen!’
      

      
      ‘Aye, well, George Stephenson will put it through, I have no doubt. He’ll know what to do right enough,’ Hudson said with
         enthusiasm. ‘He’s the man for it, by God!’
      

      
      ‘Well, sir, in fact it is Mr Robert Stephenson who will be in charge of the London and Birmingham,’ Bendy corrected. ‘And
         I must say, though I owe his father everything, to my mind Robert is the better engineer. Old George has the vision, but Robert
         gets things done.’
      

      
      Hudson’s flat eyes seemed to examine Bendy in new detail. ‘Do you know them, then?’

      
      ‘Mr George prenticed me and taught me my trade, and I had the honour to work with both of them on the Leicester and Swannington.
         It’s only a little coal line, but it presented us with some interesting problems.’
      

      
      ‘Well, by God, did you now?’ The words were said in a voice devoid of emphasis, and the eyes that were fixed on Bendy’s face
         were not seeing him. Bendy’s curiosity was stirred. What was going on in this man’s mind? He certainly was a strange one.
         But while the silence still endured, Bendy saw that they were coming into Monk Fryston – there was the Blue Bell, and the
         Crown, and the yew-shaded gates and grey stone boundary of the Hall.
      

      
      ‘I wonder if you’d be good enough to stop your carriage here,’ he prompted, and Hudson came back to himself with a jerk.

      
      ‘Eh? Oh, aye, that’s right.’ He elevated his stick and rapped hard on the roof with its silver top, and the carriage slowed
         and stopped.
      

      
      ‘Thank you very much, sir,’ Benedict said, preparing to dismount. ‘You have been most kind.’

      
      ‘Tha’s welcome to it,’ Hudson said absently. ‘Good night to thee, Benedict Morland.’

      
      A moment later Bendy was standing by the roadside and the carriage was rattling away from him in the dusk. It was lighter
         outside than it had been inside, but the dew had fallen, and the air struck cold after the protected stuffiness of the coach. In the west there were long streaks of damson cloud still edged with faded pink, but above
         them the sky was deep luminous turquoise with approaching night, and the evening star shone still and steady against it, like
         a diamond set in translucent shell. It was the time of day when men’s thoughts turn to home, the yellow light of lamps and
         the warmth of company. Bendy turned up the Milford lane and set off homewards, and Hudson dropped cleanly out of his mind.
      

      
      The clouds came up before the moon, and Bendy did the last part of his journey in darkness. There were no houses on this part
         of the high-hedged road until his own, which was one of a group of three which stood just around a bend, so no distant light
         showed from them. He picked his way gingerly in near blindness, with no company but the occasional whispering of unseen leaves
         as they moved in the light breeze, and the sounds of nature – a furtive rustling in the hedgerow, the distant bark of a vixen.
         The dew had penetrated his boots – he had been right to be doubtful of them – and his feet were numb, but the cold air on
         his face was refreshing and had that wonderful mossy, well-water smell that only comes on damp May and June evenings.
      

      
      A piece of the dark suddenly took substance and flung itself at him, making his heart contract painfully as the atavistic
         part of his mind cried wolf! He could not see his attacker, but as he thrust out his hands defensively, expecting the rending of teeth, instead a cold,
         wet nose was jabbed into his palm and he felt the familiar battering against his legs of a long, close-haired tail. He laughed
         in vast, shamefaced relief. No wild wolf, this, but his dog, Fand, come to greet him. Hounds of her breed did not baric, and
         this silent onrush had disconcerted many a visitor. She must have been waiting on the doorstep for him, which meant home was
         not far away.
      

      
      ‘Get down, you fool,’ Bendy said, thrusting her off his chest as she frisked like a puppy in her gladness to have him back. Another few steps and they rounded the bend of the road,
         and there was the glimmer of lamplight, yellow as butter in the blue-blackness, where the shutters had not been pushed quite
         to. Fand rushed to the door and lifted the knocker with her nose, and ran back to Bendy again, her white teeth and yellow
         eyes catching the light, the rest of her a moving shadow.
      

      
      The door opened, and there was Liza holding a lamp up. ‘Be careful of the puddle by the door,’ she said in her flat-vowelled,
         unemotional, Midlander’s voice. ‘The gutter over the porch is cracked, and we’ve had such rain these last two days.’
      

      
      Benedict flung his bag past her into the tiny hallway and grabbed her round the waist. ‘Is that all the greeting I get after
         my long absence? I am Odysseus home from my ten-year wanderings!’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know about that,’ she said stoically, but her free hand crept round his waist and held him hard. Like Fand she was
         silent in her joy.
      

      
      ‘You didn’t have the bolt on,’ he observed sternly. ‘Don’t you know these are dangerous times?’

      
      ‘I knew you were coming home tonight.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Fand said so. She wouldn’t come in when it got dark, not even
         to eat.’
      

      
      ‘I can’t keep any secrets from her,’ Bendy said, and stooped to run his hands over his dog. ‘She’s very thin. Have you been
         starving her?’
      

      
      ‘She’s been starving herself, the great gowk. Made up her mind to die if you didn’t come back.’

      
      Bendy caught Liza’s chin and planted a kiss on her lips. ‘What faithful females I have.’

      
      ‘You’d better come by the fire. Your feet are sopping wet,’ she replied; but she looked pleased with the kiss. He followed
         her in, shutting the door behind him. The hall was tiny, no more than a passage running from front door to back, with a floor
         of uneven herringbone bricks and a smell of damp earth even on the hottest summer day. To the left was the parlour, a dark little room lined with wainscot, which
         was used only occasionally, when Bendy’s friends came for the evening and wanted to smoke. To the right was the main room,
         the kitchen-cum-sitting-room where all their living was done – Liza from her childhood’s dialect called it ‘the house’. From
         this room a staircase, concealed by a door beside the fireplace, wound round the chimney to the bedroom above. There was a
         second, smaller bedroom leading off the main one, and a scullery behind the kitchen, and that was all. To Bendy, who had been
         born at Morland Place, it was almost a joke, a little doll’s house; but he knew it was everything to Liza – her home, and
         the best she’d ever had.
      

      
      The fire was bright, but there was a clothes-horse in front of it, on which a variety of baby-linen was drying. Liza put down
         the lamp on the table and went quickly to whisk it away into the scullery, but it had already left its smell in the room,
         an unpleasant fustiness after the freshness of the air outside. Babies seemed to create an inordinate amount of washing. Bendy
         pulled up his armchair and sat down with a sighs pushing Fand’s head out of his lap so that he could reach down to take off
         his boots. Liza, coming back in, almost ran to kneel before him. ‘Let me do that.’
      

      
      ‘No, no, let it be,’ Bendy said quickly. He sometimes felt smothered by her attentions. It was true what the cynical sage
         had said: when you save someone’s life, you belong to them for ever. Liza desisted, sitting back on her heels in case help
         was required. Bendy examined her covertly as he took off his own boots. In the firelights illumining her from the side, she
         did not look her best. Girls of her class bloomed early, and faded quickly. Since the baby she was looking more than her age,
         and what prettiness she had ever had, had been the effect of youth. She had lost a couple of teeth, too, which made her cheeks
         look sunken. She was, as always, as neat as a pin, but everything was plain about her: her hair drawn back into a chignon without curls or side-ringlets; her dress rather
         old-fashioned in cut, worn over the lightest of stays, high-waisted and with not even a hint of bustle, so that she looked
         the same thickness all through, without curves. Of course, since she was bending and reaching all day about her house work
         she could not lace herself tight as ladies did, and long side-curls would be always in the way; but a man did not want a woman
         always to be sensible. The image of the goddess at the White Lion came for an instant into his mind, and he smiled at the
         memory. He’d like to bet those little gloved hands had never done anything more practical around the house than arranging
         flowers.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ Liza said, seeing the smile.

      
      ‘Nothing,’ Bendy said quickly. ‘I’m glad to be home, that’s all.’

      
      She looked pleased. ‘Give me those boots. I’ll stuff them with straw and set them in the fender, or they’ll not be dry by
         morning.’
      

      
      ‘They’re all but worn out,’ he said ruefully. ‘An engineer’s life is hard on boots.’ He stretched his feet towards the fire,
         and steam began to rise from his stockings. ‘How has everything been here? Any news while I was away?’
      

      
      ‘Part of the new embankment came down after all the rain and two of the men were hurt.’ She knew it was railway news he wanted,
         not domestic.
      

      
      ‘Who were they?’ Bendy asked quickly.

      
      ‘Two of Spider’s gang. Tunnel Jack was one – I don’t know the other.’

      
      ‘A digger? Probably Blueskin, then – they always worked together.’

      
      ‘They’re not bad off,’ she reassured him. ‘Cuts and bruises, so they say. A man was killed on the line Saturday, but not one
         of yours – a miner from The Warren. He was walking home from Newthorpe dead drunk and fell into a pit in the dark.’
      

      
      ‘The usual thing, I suppose – staggered out of the inn and thought the permanent way looked a nice straight, flat road home,’
         Bendy said with a shake of the head. These accidents to outsiders were the deuce, giving ammunition to the anti-railway party.
         ‘How are people taking it?’
      

      
      ‘Most are saying it was the man’s own fault. Seemingly he wasn’t much liked, foul-mouthed and too ready with his fists. There’s
         to be a Crowner’s inquest, but everyone knew he was always drunk of a Saturday night.’
      

      
      ‘That’s just as well. We don’t want any more trouble. We’re unpopular enough as it is in certain circles.’ He thought of the
         portly man at the White Lion. ‘Well now, the news from London is that both Acts have gone through. The railway from Liverpool
         to London will be built.’
      

      
      ‘There,’ Liza said, pleased because he was pleased. ‘And who’d’ve thought it, after all the fuss the great folk made about
         their land?’
      

      
      ‘Once they get used to it, they’ll find it isn’t as bad as they think. There was so much scare-mongering, terrible stories
         being circulated about the Liverpool and Manchester – all lies, you know, about accidents and fires and sheep losing their
         lambs and two-headed calves and so on. The reality will be so much better than their fears they’ll feel grateful.’
      

      
      Liza stood up, boots in hand. ‘Are you hungry? Would you like a bite o’ supper? I’ve bread and cheese and beer and a bit o’
         cold bacon.’
      

      
      ‘That’ll do.’

      
      Liza crossed to the big cupboard and took out a tankard, and turned towards the scullery where the beer was kept; but before
         she reached the door the penetrating wail of a baby started from upstairs, and Liza halted doubtfully, tilting her head sideways
         to listen for the quality of the cries. Perhaps they would stop. They didn’t. Her eyes slid round to Benedict.
      

      
      ‘I’ll get your beer first,’ she said, weighing the expression on his face.
      

      
      ‘No, go and see to him,’ Bendy said. ‘I can see you can’t bear to leave it.’

      
      She put down the tankard and disappeared up the stairs, leaving the door open so that a cold draught slithered down into the
         room from above. The crying intensified for a moment, and then stopped with a hiccough or two, and a moment later Liza came
         carefully down the steep twist with the baby on her hip.
      

      
      ‘He’s wet, I’ll need to change him,’ she said apologetically. Young Thomas, six months old, rested drunkenly against his mother’s
         neck, red-faced and preposterous-looking between his white knitted cap and the bundle of clothing that covered the rest of
         him. He snuffled a little, having managed to squeeze out a real tear or two, but he looked around him with the air of one
         who does not intend to waste the golden hours of opportunity in slothful sleep. Bendy wouldn’t have put it past him to wet
         himself on purpose to be brought down, as soon as he heard voices below.
      

      
      Bendy could smell him now, and wrinkled his nose. ‘Can’t you do that upstairs?’

      
      ‘It’s so cold up there,’ Liza said. ‘I don’t like to bare him to it. He’s not been quite well this last week.’

      
      ‘Oh very well,’ Bendy said. He knew babies were supposed to be kept in hot rooms, and suspected that if she hadn’t believed
         he’d be coming home that evening, she’d have had the baby down here with her – as it probably had been all the time Bendy
         was away.
      

      
      ‘I’ll get your beer first,’ she offered.

      
      ‘No, I’ll get it,’ Bendy said. ‘You get on with what you have to do.’ This, of course, was the other side of the equation,
         the negative side. Liza kept house for him, cooked and cleaned and washed and ironed, and warmed his bed. She had provided
         him with the comforts of home, which he would not have enjoyed in bachelor lodgings; but she had also become pregnant. When it first happened she’d plainly expected him to turn her out, but he could not be such
         a brute as that. He was fond of her, and he knew that, little as she spoke of it, she loved him fiercely and wanted nothing
         more than to be allowed to stay with him. Well, now there were two of them for him to belong to, the life he had saved and
         the life he had created.
      

      
      But all this was a far cry from where he had started, Benedict Morland of Morland Place, scion of one of the leading families
         of York – a city that was not short of the eminent and the wealthy. For nine tenths of the time he took his situation for
         granted, but just now and then something occurred to make him compare the promise of his childhood with the present reality,
         and the contrast was startling, almost ludicrous. If his mother could see him now – ah, but he didn’t want to think about
         his mother. That was too, too painful.
      

      
      Liza, busy on the other side of the room, with her back to Benedict and her body tactfully interposed between him and the
         awful sight of what she was doing, seemed to hear his thought. She turned her head a little and said diffidently, ‘Have you
         had any news of your brother?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ he said shortly. ‘How should I?’

      
      ‘Oh, I thought in London you might have met up with someone. Though, if you remember, you said it was to keep an eye on Morland
         Place that you took this job with the Leeds and Selby. It’s not much use if you never go near the place.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not welcome there. And you know perfectly well that I can’t go into York.’

      
      ‘Oh, that old thing,’ she said dismissively. ‘I warrant nobody thinks of it now. It’ll be long forgotten.’

      
      ‘Yes, well, you can warrant what you like when it isn’t your neck that’s at stake. But if I get clapped into gaol, who’ll
         look after you?’
      

      
      She saw she had annoyed him and said nothing more. He sat staring broodingly into the fire, and when she had finished her task, she lifted up the baby and brought him over, and said, ‘Would you like to hold him a bit?’
      

      
      Bendy lifted his head to say no, but at that moment Thomas, held towards him, reached out his hands and beamed his toothless
         smile. There can be few things as flattering as such evidence of preference from a baby. ‘Just for a minute, then,’ Bendy
         said.
      

      
      The baby smelled not quite so sour now, and Bendy set him on his knee and pulled out his watch to be played with. Thomas was
         fascinated by anything to do with his father, and clutched at the shiny thing inefficiently, listening to Bendy’s voice and
         burbling in reply as if he could understand what was said. When he reached up and grabbed at Bendy’s nose, Bendy pretended
         hurt and yipped like a puppy, making Thomas laugh. Fand came over and put her muzzle up, and the baby grabbed that too, and
         Bendy yipped again. Thomas spilled over with chuckles as though his fat bolster of a body had been full to the top with them,
         and repeated the delicious joke until Fand, patient though she was, had had enough and backed away, shaking her head and sneezing.
         Thomas, deprived of his sport, stared open-mouthed for a moment and then burst into wails of protest. Liza hurried over and
         plucked him from his father’s lap, and at the same moment there was a rap at the front door, which gave her the excuse to
         carry the howling out of the room before Benedict could offer to go. A moment later she returned, followed by George Findlay,
         one of Benedict’s fellow engineers on the Leeds and Selby, and a particular friend.
      

      
      ‘What ho, old fellow!’ Findlay said over the top of Thomas’s noise. ‘Am I interrupting?’

      
      ‘Not at all, it’s good to see you,’ Bendy said, jumping up and shaking his hand.

      
      ‘I wasn’t sure if you’d be back, but I’d thought I’d take a chance. I wondered if you might like to take a turn down to the
         Black Bull and have a spot of supper with me – my treat. I happen to know Mrs H made a beefsteak and oyster pie today – there may be some left. Or have you eaten
         already?’ He looked vaguely round the room as though for evidence of feasting, and then glanced doubtfully at Bendy’s stockinged
         feet.
      

      
      Benedict knew that Liza was looking at him, and avoided looking in her direction. There was cold bacon and cheese and ale
         in the scullery, and the obvious thing to do was to invite George to join them there, at home. He hesitated; but the baby
         was howling, and he felt stifled. He had had wider horizons about him, and all the stimulation of London for days past, and
         he could not bear the closeness of the walls and the encroaching smell of baby.
      

      
      ‘Excellent idea, George. A stretch of the legs is just what I need, and I want to talk to you about the embankment.’

      
      ‘Oh, you heard about that, did you?’

      
      ‘I haven’t heard the details yet. But it shouldn’t have come down, even with all the rain we’ve been having. I wonder if the
         angle was too steep?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I can tell you all about it,’ George said cheerfully. ‘I was there. It isn’t as bad as it sounds, although—’

      
      ‘Hold up, old fellow, until I find a pair of boots, and we can talk about it on the way to the Bull.’

      
      A few minutes later he opened the front door and Fand slipped out ahead of them into the mild damp night. George followed,
         and Bendy turned at the last moment to say goodbye to Liza, but the baby was still crying, and she had turned away to take
         it back to the fire and nurse it. Bendy shrugged inwardly and closed the door behind him. The clouds had parted and there
         was enough moonlight to see the puddles, which was just as well, for he hadn’t another pair of boots for tomorrow if he soaked
         these.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      Mrs Moon stood impatiently in the kitchen passage outside the door of the housekeeper’s room. At last her husband appeared;
         with his slow, old-man’s gait and his hunched shoulders he looked like a shabby heron testing an unpromising backwater.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ she said impatiently, ‘is he up?’

      
      ‘No,’ said Moon. ‘Not likely to be neither, after last night. Six o’ claret and four o’ brandy between four of ’em, besides
         the port, and a decanter o’ whisky which that Captain Mattock saw off by ’isself – and him the only one walking straight afterwards.’
         He shook his head, torn between wonder and disapproval.
      

      
      Mrs Moon tutted, and walked briskly to the end of the passage, pushed her head round the kitchen door and said, ‘Nursery breakfast
         only, Mrs Codling.’
      

      
      The cook, a cowed, bony, wispy creature, as pale of face as she was red of knuckle, looked up from the kidneys she was coring.
         ‘These won’t keep until tomorrow, Mrs Moon.’
      

      
      Martha considered. ‘The chickens will, though. Make a beefsteak and kidney pie for dinner, and Master can have the chickens
         tomorrow. I’ll send word to the poultry-maid not to kill the ducks after all,’ she concluded with satisfaction. The ducks
         were already killed – had come up just this morning – but only she had seen them; and she had a good use for them.
      

      
      Mrs Codling wiped her nose on the sleeve of her upper arm. There was usually a drop at the end of her nose and her eyes were always watery. There seemed altogether an excess of
         moisture about her, perhaps because her previous service as a cook had always taken place in basement kitchens: Morland Place
         was a step up for her in more than one sense. ‘Master ordered Davenport fowl,’ she objected damply. ‘He enjoys my Davenport
         fowl.’
      

      
      ‘Then he’ll enjoy it all the more tomorrow, for the wait,’ Mrs Moon said impatiently, turning away. ‘For all he’s likely to
         notice today you could feed him out o’ the hen bucket,’ she muttered to herself. Moon was still standing where she had left
         him, and she brushed past him into her room. ‘Haven’t you got anything to do?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve got plenty,’ Moon defended himself. ‘I were just thinking.’

      
      ‘That’d be the day,’ Martha said, sifting amongst the bills on her table for the grocer’s account she had been doctoring.
         Moon drooped against the doorframe watching her.
      

      
      ‘It’s that little lass,’ he said. ‘I were watching her play a bit since out by the orchard, and thinking what a lonely life
         it is for her. It doesn’t seem right to me. I wonder Master doesn’t send her away to school.’
      

      
      ‘Oh you do, do you?’ she replied. ‘A fine thing that’d be, tearing her away from her home and all she knows, sending her off
         amongst a lot o’ strangers. Thinking, you call it? I wonder you don’t save your head for keeping your hat on, for it’s not much use for anything else.’
      

      
      She didn’t look at him and was only half listening: her scorn was automatic. Moon saved his breath and chose instead a dignified
         retreat across the passage into the butler’s room, to seek the solace of cleaning silver. He found it satisfying, covering
         the dim metal with the brown paste, as though hiding it in a muddy ditch, and then rubbing the mud away to reveal the bright,
         moony silver underneath. It was his own little act of creation, to make beauty out of dullness, to make perfect what was spotted: it made him think how good the world would be if the spots on men’s souls could be cleaned away so easily, and all
         the sin and naughtiness got rid of by the exercise of a little elbow-grease. Entering his room with a gentle sigh of relief,
         he closed the door quietly behind him, not wanting to provoke his life’s companion. Fretty this morning, she were. Probably
         something to do with Master’s jollifications last night. Moon smiled softly and permitted himself a little joke. Wouldn’t
         want his head this morning, any road!
      

      
      Mrs Moon seemed hardly to have got started on her bills when the little French clock on her chimneypiece (‘borrowed’ from
         the unused Red Room) chimed ten. She gave it a startled look – she hadn’t realised it was so late. She got up and cautiously
         opened her door, noted with satisfaction that her husband’s door was closed, and came quietly out. She looked into the kitchen
         – Codling was bent over with her back to the door, poking the fire, and the kitchen-maid was out of sight, though perfectly
         audible, washing crockery in one of the sculleries. Good! Mrs Moon could move softly when she wanted, for all her bulk. She
         was across the kitchen like a shadow, across the servants’ hall, and out into the cold stone passage that led to the backstairs,
         the courtyard door, and a warren of pantries and store rooms. It was empty at this time of day, as she had expected. In the
         cold-house, in the shadows under the slatted bench, was the basket she had filled early this morning. She took it into the
         game larder and added the ducks, covered it with a cloth, slipped it over her arm and went quickly to the courtyard door,
         pausing a moment in the shadow of the backstairs to listen for movement. But all was quiet.
      

      
      Across the courtyard, down the brewhouse passage, past the nursery stair, and out through the back door she tripped like a
         vast red-riding-hood; across the drawbridge, breathing heavily with concentration, for it was hardly more than a couple of
         broad planks fixed together, and she went in terror of going over the side or through the middle and into the moat. Those black and haunted waters frightened
         her more than anything in this ancient house; she had the horrid feeling that if she looked at them for long enough she would
         be driven to throw herself in, as people are said to be fascinated into throwing themselves off cliffs.
      

      
      Safe on the other side she hurried along the path which ran beside the orchard. There was a clump of elder growing up against
         the orchard wall, and in the shadow of it a man was waiting. He was well camouflaged, for his clothes were no-coloured, like
         earth and stone, and his skin was weathered with a natural dirt which had not been disturbed in years. I suppose if I was
         a dog, I could smell him, Mrs Moon thought with fastidious disdain, but quite wrongly: in fact since he lived out of doors,
         sleeping most nights like a hedgehog, curled up in the woods under a covering of leaves, he was as near to scentless as any
         living thing could be. It was important, in his line of business, to be able to get close up to animals before they noticed
         him.
      

      
      He flattened himself against the wall to make room for her as she stepped into the shadow of the elder.

      
      ‘Here it is, then,’ she said. ‘Got your sack?’

      
      He nodded and held it forward, open. His hands and the soiled hessian were hardly distinguishable. She transferred the goods
         from her basket carefully, telling them off so there could be no mistake. ‘A nice pair o’ ducks, just killed. Brace o’ Cornish
         hens, dressed.’ They were from last night – she had reckoned the gentlemen wouldn’t know the difference between Cornish hen
         and pheasant by the time they got to the table, and she had a brace of pheasant spare, which Ferrars had confiscated from
         a poacher and left for the kennelman, because they were too mutilated for the table. She had simply diverted them to a dark
         corner of the game larder, reasoning that what the kennelman had never had, he’d never miss, and got Mrs Codling to decorate them on the platter with watercress and such, to hide the ragged bits. ‘A smoked hindquarter
         of ham – tell him I can get more if he wants.’ The pigman, who also took care of the smoke house, was not only stupid, but
         because of his smell was a social outcast. Even if he noticed a ham was missing, who could he tell? And who would believe
         him? ‘Two pound o’ butter. A dozen eggs – be careful o’ those. Don’t swing the sack about like you usually do or it’ll be
         you that pays. This is a pineapple – don’t put it on top of the eggs, now! And watch out for this, too,’ she said with the
         last cloth-wrapped bundle. ‘Dessert grapes, two bunches. Black Hamburg – the best.’ Who but she was to know how much fruit
         the gentlemen had eaten last night? Certainly not the gentlemen, who had been incapable of counting their own heads by the
         time they left.
      

      
      ‘That all?’ the brown man said at last.

      
      ‘All? Aye, and plenty! I want a good price for these, mind. Tell him I don’t forget those pigeons. Three shillings indeed!
         And me risking my life for the likes of him.’
      

      
      The brown man carefully closed the sack and lifted his eyes to hers for an instant. It was not a thing he often did, and she
         didn’t like it. His eyes were dark brown, shiny and still, and seemed to have no whites. They were like an animal’s eyes –
         an animal that watches from cover and has no thoughts but of life and death. She felt her bones crunch and her blood spill
         when she looked in those eyes.
      

      
      ‘He said he’d take liquor,’ he said. ‘Brandy or port-wine.’

      
      She clucked with a mixture of annoyance and alarm. ‘Aye, I don’t doubt he would! And where does he think I’d get liquor from?’

      
      The brown man inclined his head briefly towards the house. ‘He says your man could do it.’

      
      Mrs Moon put her hands menacingly on her hips. ‘Never! You tell him, never! Moon’s an honest man. I won’t have him brought into it. Besides, a bit o’ food left over or gone
         missing, that’s one thing, and neether here n’ there. But bottles o’ liquor’s different. That’d be stealing. I don’t doubt
         he’d like to see me hanged at Tyburn, but I wouldn’t dangle alone, I warrant you, and so you may tell him!’
      

      
      The man nodded indifferently, and seemed even before her eyes to be fading into the background, dislimning in the disconcerting
         way he had.
      

      
      ‘Bring the money Tuesday,’ she said sharply. ‘Usual arrangements. You know.’

      
      He nodded again. He knew. Then he stopped fading and his face seemed to sharpen and point like a gun-dog’s muzzle. ‘Someone
         watching,’ he murmured, without moving his lips. Mrs Moon turned in alarm, but she could not see anyone. ‘Where— ?’ She turned
         back, but he had gone. She shivered and folded her arms round her. There was something unchancy about him, and she disliked
         having to deal with him; but he was the perfect go-between, invisible except when he wanted to be seen, and standing so far
         outside civilisation most people would hardly class him as a human being. He brought her the money in a sealed envelope which
         listed the goods and the price paid, so that, since he could not read or write, there was no possibility he could cheat her
         or her customer. She paid him out of the contents of the envelope, and he never questioned the amount. What he did with the
         money she could not imagine and did not ask. It wouldn’t have surprised her if he simply played with the coins for a while
         and then abandoned them, like a monkey with a shiny bauble.
      

      
      She started back to the house, the empty basket over her arm and held close to her body. She hadn’t gone more than a few steps,
         however, when a rustling and a slipping sound of stones stopped her short beside the broken bit of the wall. A tree had fallen
         on it last year, and no-one had got round to repairing it, partly, no doubt, because a scramble over the pile of rubble, earth and weeds made a convenient
         short-cut to the barns and outbuildings, and cut off a corner of the walk to Twelvetrees.
      

      
      ‘Who’s there?’ she said sharply. ‘Come on out, I know you’re there. Show yourself, or I’ll know you’re up to no good. D’you
         want me to call the dogs out?’
      

      
      A face slowly appeared above the wall, and Mrs Moon sighed with annoyance. ‘Miss Jemima! What are you doing skulking there?’
         Too late she remembered Moon’s words. If she had been listening to him properly, she might have kept a better look-out. ‘Come
         over here at once,’ she commanded sharply.
      

      
      Jemima stared at her for a moment as though contemplating defiance, and then slowly, by inches, eased herself over the broken
         wall and down onto the path, where she stood just out of hand’s reach. Mrs Moon examined her with disapproval. A nice, plump,
         pretty child, with rosy cheeks, golden curls and blue eyes she might have found a tolerable addition to the household, but
         not this pale, stick-limbed creature with her straight, ruddy hair and watchful brown eyes. There was something unpleasant
         about a child that looked so critical at grown-ups. You never knew what she was thinking – and what cause had a child to think
         anyway? She was an incubus, that was what!
      

      
      ‘What were you doing over there?’ she asked sharply.

      
      ‘Playing,’ Jemima said, the minimum of answer.

      
      ‘Who with? Who else is there?’

      
      ‘Childie, but he’s gone now.’

      
      Mrs Moon stiffened. Childie was the pet-name of John Anstey, eldest son of Ben who was brother to Lord Anstey, and, like so
         many of that clan, resident under his lordship’s roof in the family mansion. He was a few months younger than Jemima, said
         to be a very clever boy, but the worst thing about him as far as Mrs Moon was concerned was that his uncle was a Justice of
         the Peace and his aunt was being courted by Master, who was running tame about Anstey House these days.
      

      
      ‘Very nice behaviour for a young lady,’ Mrs Moon snapped, ‘skulking about in the shadows like that with a boy!’

      
      ‘We weren’t doing anything wrong.’

      
      ‘Don’t you be pert with me, miss! There must have been bad in it, for you to be so underhand, creeping about in hiding, spying
         on people—’
      

      
      ‘Spying?’ Jemima said indignantly.

      
      Martha scowled horribly. ‘What did you see? Come on, out with it!’

      
      ‘I saw you talking to the gypsy,’ she said.

      
      ‘Oh you did, did you?’

      
      A wiser child might have noted the menace. ‘And I saw you give him things out of that basket. Stolen things, I expect.’ She
         ducked back in surprise as Mrs Moon moved with unexpected swiftness; but Martha held back her hand at the last moment, and
         let it fall slowly to her side. For a moment they stared at each other like two cats weighing the odds. It was not Mrs Moon’s
         place to strike the ward of her employer; but a complaint from Jemima would take a long time to trickle through to authority,
         and might easily run out into the sands along the way.
      

      
      ‘My business with what you call the gypsy is my own affair,’ Mrs Moon said coldly, ‘and you’d be wise not to repeat slanders
         like that about honest folk. Why were you out here without your maid?’
      

      
      Jemima looked slightly puzzled. ‘I was playing,’ she said.

      
      ‘Where’s Matty?’

      
      ‘In the nursery, I expect. Matty doesn’t play out with me.’

      
      We’ll see, Martha thought. We’ll see about that. ‘You’d better come in,’ she said shortly, ‘and brush your hair and wash your
         hands. You look like a ragamuffin.’
      

      
      She turned away, and Jemima fell in behind her, not particularly apprehensive. Just as there was no-one for her to protest
         to about ill-treatment, equally there was no-one to punish her for wrong-doing. The nursery maid Matty looked after her, but
         Matty was a bit simple and had no influence over her; and she never saw her guardian except accidentally, in passing, for
         which she was quite grateful. In the one interview she had had with him since Grandmama’s death, he had instructed her to
         call him Uncle Nicholas and promised to take care of her, but there was something about him she didn’t like. It was unfair,
         as she acknowledged to herself, for he had given her a home, and fed and clothed her, and had never said or done anything
         unkind; but he had a sort of sick look about him, a sort of bruised look about the eyes, and he was always pale, and sometimes
         he smelled strange. Whenever she saw him she wanted to run away and hide. Her greatest fear was that he might one day touch
         her: an instinctive and illogical repulsion made her fear his touch would be cold and slimy, and that he would stick to her
         skin like a slug.
      

      
      But their relationship was distant, and he never seemed to concern himself about what she did or where she went, which was
         good in a way, for it meant she did no lessons and wandered about the estate with a freedom a schoolchild would have envied.
         But sometimes she felt so bored and lonely she would have welcomed lessons as something to stem the pain. When she was alone
         with nothing to do she thought about Mama and Papa and her sisters and Little Josh, all dead from the cholera, and most of
         all about Grandmama, with whom she had been staying when the epidemic broke out. If she had been at home, she would have died
         too; and sometimes she wished she had. Uncle Nicholas had given her a home, but there was no-one left in the world to love
         her. And when you were quite, quite alone and something as dreadful had happened to you as losing both your parents and all
         your siblings at one go, you couldn’t really feel much fear of being scolded by the housekeeper.
      

OEBPS/images/pref1.jpg
‘THE MORLANDS OF MORLAND PLACE

=) Mary Ana. m@ Hiote
Hobwbewn de S
41805 a8
r 1 I 1
Fanny Heary Sophie
195-181s 1800-1306 il
4.in childbinh





OEBPS/images/pref3.jpg





OEBPS/images/pref2.jpg
MORLAND PLACE
AND GROUNDS






OEBPS/images/pref.jpg
THE ANSIEY FAMILY OF YORR






OEBPS/images/9780748133055.jpg
DYNASTY 18:
THE ABYSS

Cynthia Harrod-
Eagles






