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For Chloe Louise, our first grandchild.
 A sweet darling, long awaited

 



Also, a loving thought for little Alexander,
 who will never be forgotten




Part One

1890

THE PROMISE


 


‘His lordship may compel us to be equal upstairs, But there will never be equality in the servants’ hall’

J.M. BARRIE 1860-1937




Chapter One

‘Don’t go putting on airs and graces, my girl. Fame and riches ain’t fer the likes of us, and you’d do well to remember that.’ Lizzie Miller shook her head and blew out a sigh. ‘God help us, but I can’t help wondering what’s gonna become of yer,’ she muttered impatiently.

Seated in the old horse-hair armchair, with the contented bairn sucking at her flat drooping breast, Lizzie had been secretly watching her eldest daughter for these past ten minutes or so. Not for the first time she wondered how someone as plain and unbecoming as herself could ever have given birth to such a perfect and lovely child as Ruby. The girl didn’t take after her, and was unlike any of the other childer. All the same, Lizzie thanked the good Lord for sending her such a precious little parcel. But, oh, wasn’t it shocking how quickly the young ’uns grew up? she asked herself now.

Going on fifteen years old, Ruby was already showing the signs of womanhood. On a Friday night when all the childer were washed in the old tin tub, Lizzie had been astonished at the changes in her daughter’s body; the small budding nipples and the fine dark hairs just poking through above her private parts; the way she seemed suddenly to be losing the awkwardness of a child, and gaining that special grace with which some young women  are blessed. With her small shapely figure, the abundant spill of rich brown hair and those magnificent blue-black eyes, it was plain to see that Ruby Miller was set to be a beauty. And, for some reason she couldn’t rightly fathom, Lizzie was fearful for the girl. It was true what they said about there always being at least one child who would cause a mother the greatest worry, because of all her brood – and there were six of them – it was Ruby who gave her the worst sleepless nights.

Surprised and embarrassed, Ruby swung round. ‘Oh, Mam!’ she cried, blushing bright pink as though she’d been caught in the act of thieving. ‘You’ve been peeking at me again.’ Lately it seemed that her mam was always peeking at her.

‘It ain’t surprising that I’m fascinated with yer comical antics, is it, eh?’ Lizzie asked with a chuckle, thinking Ruby looked the grandest little lady in the cast off clothes which she herself had worn as a young woman; the long flouncing skirt with its deep frilly hem, the cream-coloured shawl with pretty lace workings all round the edge, and a big-brimmed hat decorated with long black feathers above large silk flowers. In that moment, Lizzie realised with a little shock that she hadn’t always been ugly and clumsy. When Ruby’s dad came courting her some eighteen years ago, she had been thin enough for him to encircle her waist with one arm. She was twenty-one then, foolish and full of dreams. Now she was going on forty, with six young ’uns round her arse, and a waist as far round as the gas works at the end of Albert Street. Life hadn’t been easy, what with three childer taken young by the whooping cough, and  always a struggle to make ends meet. Yet, for all that, the thought of her husband Ted brought a warm glow to Lizzie’s tired heart. ‘Yer a pretty little thing, our Ruby,’ she said now, ‘an’ yer deserve pretty things.’

Ruby looked thoughtful as she chewed her bottom lip and thought on her mam’s words. Presently she said softly, ‘Dad says you looked lovely when you were young.’

‘Aye, well, yer dad’s a silly ol’ bugger,’ Lizzie laughed. ‘Anyway, he were in love, an’ it’s a known fact that fellas are daft as brushes when they’re in love.’

‘But you did look lovely, didn’t you, Mam?’ Ruby insisted. She couldn’t imagine her dad being ‘daft as a brush’. And anyway, sometimes, when her mam smiled at the babby, Ruby thought how pretty she really was; and when she raised her face for a kiss from Ruby’s dad, Lizzie’s soft hazel-coloured eyes sparkled like jewels. Anybody could see that she had been a good-looking woman, and Ruby wouldn’t have it any other way. ‘I expect you think I’m fancying myself, don’t you?’ she asked, shame washing through her; if her mam had taught her anything, it was that she must never get carried away with grand ideas. Ruby found that very hard because she had so many ‘grand’ ideas, and the greatest of all was that one day, she might somehow be able to give her mam and dad a better life. Day and night, she never lost sight of that dream, although she was careful not to say it out loud to anyone, not even to Johnny Ackroyd.

‘Aw, bless yer heart, it don’t matter if yer fancy yerself in yer mam’s old togs,’ Lizzie told her, carefully  shifting the babby from one shrivelled titty to the other. ‘So long as yer don’t forget yer station in life, it don’t hurt to pretend, just a little bit. Only don’t forget what yer mam’s allus told yer.’ She shook her grey head and stared hard at the girl. ‘It don’t do no good to spend yer life dreamin’ for what yer can never have, lass. Wishing for the stars can only end in heartbreak. The plain truth is that when yer born poor, yer meant to end yer days the same way, an’ that’s a fact.’

‘Who says so?’ Try as she might, Ruby had never seen the reason for that.

‘I say so, my girl!’ In the early days, Lizzie had dreamed her own dreams, and had been bitterly disappointed when they came to nothing. She had never revealed her own secret longings, and she never would. But she didn’t want any child of hers to suffer the feeling of being ‘second-best’, in the same way she had. In time Lizzie had come to accept her lot, and now she wanted her young ’uns to do the same. ‘Wanting what you can’t have is a sure way to hating what the good Lord has already seen fit to give you,’ she retorted sharply. She didn’t like putting Ruby down in that way, but she believed it was for the best. There was something about the girl, that strong, deep-down yearning. Such ambitions were dangerous.

‘But, I like to dream, Mam,’ Ruby said wistfully. She dropped the hat on to a chair, then slipping out of the garments, sat opposite her mam by the empty firegrate. ‘I don’t think the Good Lord would mind me wishing, ’cause I don’t want him to give me anything for nothing. I’ll work hard, Mam, I promise, and I won’t be bad. All  I want is for you and our dad to have lots of nice things, like you deserve.’ She smiled widely. ‘Oh, our mam, wouldn’t it be lovely if the childer could have grand presents of a Christmas, and if our Lottie could have a pretty white shawl like the grocer’s babby?’ She lowered her gaze until it rested on her mam’s face, and the magnificent blue-black eyes were dark and serious. ‘I don’t think it can be wrong, wanting special things for people you love. And I don’t think it’s wrong wanting to live in a house where the rats don’t come in from the brook and run round the young uns’ legs when they’re playing in the yard.’

‘Well, it is wrong!’ Lizzie yelled. ‘And I don’t want to hear you talking like that, d’yer understand? Get rid o’ them fancy bloody ideas, my girl . . . else I’ll have to ask yer dad to knock ’em out of yer.’ Ruby put Lizzie in mind of herself when she was younger, and it frightened her. ‘D’yer hear what I’m saying?’ she insisted. ‘Yer ain’t rich and famous, and yer never will be.’

It took a moment for the girl to answer. In her young heart she was convinced that she was right, but she wouldn’t upset her darling mam, not for all the world, she wouldn’t. ‘I’m sorry, Mam,’ she said, wounded, her gaze falling away to the threadbare mat. There was bitterness in her then, and it tasted nasty. She was angry and hurt. Part of her wanted to promise that she would never again think above her station, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it. Her dreams were too precious, and the thought that one day she might make them come true was too fierce inside her. Sometimes in the middle of the night, when it was dark and she lay in her chilly  bedroom listening to the fidgeting and snoring of the other childer, it was only her dreams that kept hope alive. She couldn’t give them up. They were too much a part of her.

Getting up from the chair, Ruby came to kneel at her mam’s feet, and there was such love in her eyes that it made the woman ashamed. ‘I’m sorry, our mam. I didn’t mean to make you mad at me,’ she said, stretching out her hand to stroke the infant’s sleeping face. There was so much more she could have said, but not now, because the words wouldn’t come easy. She could have said how she hated to see her dad come home from work worn and weary; she could have explained how sad it made her when little Lottie was laid to bed in an old orange box instead of a proper cot. She might have reminded her mam about the ragged clothes that the childer went to school in and how the other kids from better families made fun of them. And what of Mam herself? When was the last time she had had something new to wear? When did she last go out and enjoy herself? Why was there never enough money to buy that dear woman a new frock or a pair of boots? Ruby had thought and thought about all of these things, and it only made her all the more determined. She wanted to speak of it, but she knew it would only hurt her mam all the more so said nothing except: ‘I do love you, Mam.’ She saw Lizzie’s gaze soften, and her young heart was full.

One glance at Ruby’s downcast face had warned Lizzie that she might have been too harsh. No mother should have a favourite, but if she was to tell the truth  and shame the devil, Lizzie would have had to admit to herself that her first-born was closer to her than the five that came after – although hell and high water could never drag that admission from her. Lowering the sleeping child to her ample lap, she fastened her blouse and smiled at the girl. ‘Aw, lass,’ she said in a gentler voice, ‘I’m sorry an’ all, ’cause I should never ’ave shouted at yer like that. Yer know I wouldn’t ask yer dad to do any such thing as knock yer about . . . not that he ever would,’ she added with a wry little chuckle. The laughter died away and she was serious again. ‘But I want yer to listen hard to what I’m saying, sweetheart. Dreamin’ and wishing can make yer bitter if yer let them get out of hand. Oh, I expect it don’t do no harm to pretend now and then. But, yer have to know which is pretending and which is real.’ She hoped she was making herself understood.

‘I know what you mean, Mam,’ Ruby assured her. ‘And I do know the difference.’

Lizzie was visibly relieved. ‘That’s all right then,’ she said, ‘just so long as yer know.’ She struggled forward in the chair and waited for Ruby to stand up before placing the child in her outstretched arms. ‘Mek her comfortable, lass,’ she instructed. ‘Then yer can help yer mam get summat on the table afore yer dad comes home from his work.’

Lizzie watched with pride as Ruby pressed the infant close to her, making for the makeshift cot in the corner. Here she laid the child down and fussed about it for a while, tucking its legs beneath the patched eiderdown and stroking its face with tender fingers. There was no  doubt that Ruby was very special . . . ‘An old head on young shoulders’ was how her dad described her, and he wasn’t far wrong. Lizzie deeply regretted the harsh scene that had just taken place between her and the lass, and was eager to make amends.

‘Set the table, sweetheart,’ she instructed, ‘then see if yer can round the others up for their teas. Afterwards, yer can fancy yersel’ all yer like.’ She strutted across the floor, mimicking the manner of a fine lady. ‘Oh, la de da!’ she said in a grand voice, clasping the girl to her when they both collapsed with laughter. ‘Only don’t break that there mirror with all yer rouge and finery,’ she warned, ‘’cause it were a present from yer old Irish granmer. I don’t want the ol’ bugger turning in her grave when that mirror cracks from top to bottom at the sight of you in yer old mam’s long begones. We don’t want the divil to come down on us with a sack full o’ bad luck, do we, eh?’ she teased.

‘No. It’s all right, thanks, Mam,’ came the reply. Ruby looked into her mam’s hazel eyes, putting the fear of God in her when she said firmly, ‘Your clothes are lovely, Mam, but they’re not mine. And you needn’t worry about Granmer’s mirror because I’ll put it back in the cupboard where it’ll be safe. The next time I look in it, I’ll be wearing my own finery.’ Realising she had said more than she intended, she promised, ‘I’ll put the clothes back upstairs when Lottie settles.’

‘Aye, you do that, lass,’ Lizzie told her softly. When Ted came home, happen she would persuade him to have a quiet word with his daughter.

‘Isn’t she lovely, our mam?’ Ruby was fascinated with  the infant. When her mam had gone into labour with this latest addition to the Miller family, Ruby had been the only one there and so she had seen the whole birth from beginning to end. It was an experience she would not easily forget.

‘Yer all lovely,’ Lizzie retorted. And you most of all, she thought, gazing at the dark brown tumbling hair and the sparkling blue-black eyes that looked on the tiny infant with such wonder. In that moment Lizzie knew instinctively that never again would Ruby dress up in her mam’s old clothes. Never again would she allow others to see her ‘pretending’. It was a sad thing but suddenly she knew that her little girl was gone forever. It was another stage in Ruby’s development, another step towards being a woman.

‘Take the things back upstairs then, and put them in the box where you found ’em,’ Lizzie said. She watched the girl a moment longer; loving her all the more when the child began crying and Ruby’s soft lilting voice sang her back to sleep. It made a very special picture for Lizzie, one that she would cherish ’til the end of her days.

Still singing, Ruby gathered the clothes together and went up the stairs two at a time. In a minute she was running back down, and in another could be heard at the front door, calling out to the childer, ‘Come on, you lot. Mam says you’ve to get washed for your teas.’

Lizzie smiled to herself and shook her head. ‘Kids!’ she moaned. ‘Nowt but trouble.’ Taking a small oval tin from her pocket, she opened the lid and with finger and thumb pinched out a generous helping of the brown  snuff, afterwards pushing it up into her nostrils and coughing from the shock. Taking snuff was a weakness of Lizzie’s and she rarely did it in public, although the tell-tale brown signs beneath her nose were an obvious giveaway. ‘By! That’s some strong stuff,’ she spluttered, quickly putting away the tin before the childer should come rushing in through the door.

Glancing at the mantelpiece clock, she was astonished to see that already it was nearly five o’clock. In less than an hour her husband would be home, wanting his tea after a hard day’s work. She hurried into the scullery where she filled the big old black kettle to the brim with water. As usual when she placed it on the gas ring, Lizzie stood well back. The rusty ring had an unnerving habit of spitting and popping the minute a lighted match was put to it. All the same, this was the time of day she loved best; when Ted was on his way home, and soon all the family would sit round the table, cosy in each other’s company. Lizzie smiled at the thought. The sight of her man seated at the head of the table always gave her a rush of pleasure. It was strange how she and Ted could still be so much in love after all these years of ups and downs and so many childer between. A feeling of warmth and contentment spread over her as she went about her work.

But suddenly a strange premonition rippled through her, and somehow she couldn’t seem to settle inside herself. It was a peculiar feeling, an instinct that something awful was waiting to happen; and yet there was no rhyme or reason as to why she should think it, unless it was because of those few hasty words with Ruby  just now. ‘Aw, stop worrying about the lass,’ she muttered. ‘Yer daft ol’ bugger, Lizzie Miller! She’ll sort herself out, you see if she don’t.’ Then she launched herself into the business of peeling the onions, and in spite of the burning tears streaming down her face, was soon in a happier mood.

 



The foundry buzzer rudely interrupted the men. It was six o’clock; another back-breaking shift was over and already the night workers were beginning to filter in. One by one the men put down their tools and stretched their weary limbs. With grim expressions and tired eyes, they began the slow, hazardous journey along the narrow terraces, a long snaking line of dark-blue overalls and dirty faces, all heading for the fresh air and daylight beyond that awful place. Hell itself could hold no greater horror than the foundry. Immediately below the terraces, monstrous cauldrons roared hungrily, deep bubbling furnaces of unimaginable heat with wide-open mouths and licking tongues of flame; the slightest mistake, one foot wrong, and the cost was too horrifying to contemplate. Only a few years before, two men standing on a platform lost their footing and fell into the glowing mass beneath. There was no saving them. There was nothing anyone could do.

From the higher reaches, the manager oversaw the change of shift, his sharp eyes surveying each man as he passed beneath. When the small balding fellow came within hearing, the manager called out to him, ‘Ted! Ted Miller.’ When the little fellow stopped and looked up, he would have called again, but the roar of the fires below  was almost deafening. Instead he made a sign, jerking his thumb backwards to indicate that he wanted Ted to come up to the office. He waited for a nod of acknowledgement before returning to the relative safety of his tiny office. Here he sat down behind the desk and waited.

It wasn’t too long before the polite knock came on the door and Ted Miller poked his face inside. He didn’t say anything, but his thoughts were troubled. It wasn’t a good sign when the manager summoned you to his office; and the fellow was smiling. That alone was disturbing.

‘Come in, Ted,’ the manager urged, sitting on the edge of his seat and trying not to seem too serious. When Ted came in and closed the door behind him, he pointed to the chair opposite. ‘Make yourself comfortable,’ he said in a kindly voice.

‘No, thanks all the same.’ Ted sensed the other man’s nervousness and it conveyed itself to him. ‘I’ll be more comfortable when I know what’s on your mind. If it’s summat bad, then the sooner you spit it out, the better.’ This last week there had been rumours of a cutback in manpower. Ted prayed he wasn’t here for that particular reason.

The manager looked at Ted. He took up a pen from the desk and began chewing on it, then he got out of the chair and walked round the desk. His face was grim, ‘I’m sorry, Ted.’ He shook his head slowly and dropped his gaze to his feet.

Ted’s heart sank but he found himself smiling, because if he didn’t smile he might show his deeper  emotions. ‘So, the rumours were true?’ he asked, and his voice shook. The other man looked up. His expression was answer enough. ‘Why me?’

‘Not just you, Ted. You’re only the first.’

‘I’ve not been singled out then?’ He needed to know that. He wanted reassurance that he wasn’t being finished because he was too old, or too clumsy, or not pulling his weight.

‘You’re a good worker, Ted. Like I say . . . there’ll be others soon enough. It’s a higher decision to cut the workforce.’ He wasn’t lying, but neither was he telling the whole truth. He had long been envious of Ted Miller’s standing with the men, and an incident when Ted had undoubtedly saved a man’s life had been more than he could stomach. There wasn’t a man here who didn’t believe Ted should have been promoted long ago, and there was a deal of bitterness when it failed to happen although Ted himself was content enough. The truth was, Ted Miller was one of the best men in the foundry; a reliable, conscientious man who knew this work better than any of them. The manager was a jealous insecure soul who saw Ted as his enemy, so, when the moment came, he availed himself of the opportunity to be rid of him once and for all. It wasn’t hard to convince them who mattered that Ted spelt trouble. It was easy. Too easy. But then there were other things at stake here.

Even as the truth of the matter was running through the devious manager’s mind, Ted was voicing his own suspicions. ‘I hope you’re being square with me, matey,’ he said. ‘Me being finished here – it wouldn’t have  anything to do with that business a while back, would it?’ Anger rose in him. ‘If I thought the bastards were putting me out for that, I swear to God I’d fight ’em tooth and nail.’ He breathed in hard and held his head high. Presently he said in a gruff voice, ‘They were in the wrong and the buggers know it. You know that upper platform wants shoring up. All the men know it! Jacob Darnley could have gone the same way as them two poor sods a while back if I hadn’t been there to grab his shirt-tail.’

‘I know what you’re saying, Ted.’ The manager felt they were skating on dangerous ground here. Ted was right. When that platform swayed, his colleague could so easily have gone to a fiery grave. From his vantage point, the manager had seen the whole thing. Afterwards, he saw how Ted Miller was held in respect by the men, saw how they looked up to him, how they hung on his every word, and his jealousy was like a canker eating away at him. When Ted made a formal complaint with regard to the condition of the platforms, the foreman duly relayed it to a higher authority. He also pointed out in graphic terms how such a man as Ted was a potential trouble-maker who should be watched very carefully. All this was reported to Oliver Arnold and the inevitable order was given; that Ted Miller must be discreetly removed at the first opportunity. The same applied to other men, real mischief-makers, and so the rumours were deliberately started soon after, implying that lower demand and higher competition might soon force a cut in manpower.

‘Look, Ted. As far as I know, the owner took kindly to your suggestions regarding the rickety platform. I’m  assured they’ve got all safety matters under review. This business of cutting the workforce – well, that’s a different matter altogether. Like I say, you won’t be the only one to go.’ He sighed and looked suitably sorry for himself. ‘Who knows . . . I might be next in line!’

‘It’s a lousy business all the same,’ Ted replied in a serious voice. ‘What’s to be done about it?’

‘Nothing. I only wish to God there was. Confidentially, Ted, orders have been dropping off for some time,’ the manager lied. ‘There’s still plenty of work in the mills though. You shouldn’t have any trouble getting fixed up there.’

When Ted gave no answer but stared stonily ahead, he went to his desk and took out a long brown envelope from the top drawer. ‘I really am sorry,’ he said lamely, handing the envelope over. ‘Best take this and be on your way, eh?’ For one brief moment he hated himself, but then he remembered how it would only have been a matter of time before Ted was noticed as supervisor material by the management, happen even by Arnold himself. He had his own position to think of, and if Ted was put up for promotion, it wouldn’t be too long then before he was looking to the foreman’s job. And then who knows what he might find out? No, he couldn’t take no chances. Besides, he told himself, Ted would find work. He wasn’t a man to be out of work for long. All the same, he felt a burning shame at what he’d done. Ted Miller was no trouble-maker. He was a decent man, justifiably concerned about the well-being of his fellowworkers. ‘I’m sorry, mate,’ he said again. The hair stood up on the back of his neck when he recalled what Ted  had said just now. ‘I swear to God I’d fight the buggers tooth and nail!’ Aye, and happen he’d break the manager’s jaw an’ all, if he was to learn that the cowardly fellow was lying about the reason for Ted being finished here at the foundry.

‘Away home to your missus, Ted,’ the manager urged now. ‘You’ll need to break the news to her, won’t you, eh?’ Lizzie Miller was a stout woman in more ways than one, and both men knew that she would be a source of strength in any crisis.

Without another word, Ted walked away, the envelope clutched tightly in his closed fist. The manager watched him go along the gangway and down the steps that would lead him to the outer doors. In all the years he’d known Ted Miller, he had never seen his narrow shoulders so bowed, nor his step so heavy. ‘I pray to God you’ll never find out what I’ve done this day,’ he murmured fearfully, shaking his head and returning to his duties. Even now, he wondered at his own despicable action in bringing Ted to the notice of Oliver Arnold, a strong character who had built an empire from the smaller legacy left by his father. It was never wise to cross such a man, and with this in mind the manager bent his head to the communication he had received some days ago. With a heavy heart, he took up his pen and carefully ringed round the names of four other men. Unlike Ted Miller, each of these men was known to have made trouble in one way or another.

 



Normally, Ted would have made straight for home after alighting from the tram at Whalley Old Road. In spite of  being bone weary, he would have quickly covered the few hundred yards to the little house on Fisher Street, with thoughts of Lizzie and the young ’uns filling his heart and lending wings to his feet. Tonight, though, there were other, more pressing things on his mind. He was a sorry soul, a man lost, one without work or sense of direction. He had never been an ambitious man, never greedy or proud. His two interests had been his family and his work. Now the work was gone and with it his ability to support Lizzie and the young ’uns. The foreman had said there was plenty of work to be had, but he was lying, Ted knew. He was no fool. For every vacancy that came up, there were always any number of men waiting to fill it.

‘How do, Ted?’ Len Taylor’s familiar voice sailed across the road, bringing Ted out of his deep reverie. ‘A bit off the beaten track, ain’t yer, matey?’ He laughed, a loud raucous sound that grated on the ear. ‘Fisher Street’s that way, yer silly ol’ bugger,’ he said jovially, pointing in the opposite direction. ‘Your Lizzie thrown yer out, has she?’ he laughed again, and Ted turned away with a wry little smile. The cabbie shrugged his shoulders and climbed up into his carriage. As a rule, Ted Miller would have stopped and chatted. Not today though. Today, he seemed a million miles away.

Coming out of Lodge Street, Ted stopped to lean against the lamp on the corner. ‘What do we do now, eh?’ he asked, looking up to Heaven as though for guidance. When none was forthcoming, he took his pipe from the pocket of his jacket and a wad of baccy from his waistcoat. The very act of packing the baccy into the  wooden bowl was soothing to him, but he didn’t reach for the matches to light it. Instead, his attention was caught by the huge sprawling building before him. Like a man entranced, he gazed at it.

Brookhouse Mills made a daunting and magnificent sight. Like a monstrous stone cake, its grime-covered tiles were the chocolate icing and the long cylindrical chimneys were gigantic candles. The out-pouring smoke snaked through the sky, making weird dark patterns against the bright sunlight which in their very ugliness appeared uniquely beautiful. Through the many long narrow windows he could see the upward-reaching iron struts and heavy machinery, could hear the awesome noise from within where the men, women and children scurried about like insignificant ants flitting in and out of the looms, all intent on one thing: survival. They might have their dreams, in their heart of hearts they might aspire to greater things, but they knew their limitations and so for now, it was enough for them to survive. ‘That’s all any of us want,’ Ted murmured, ‘just to survive.’

The image of his eldest child came into his mind and his face broke into a grin. Ruby was unlike any of his other children, a little woman who wanted to take on the world. Merely ‘surviving’ would never be enough for her, he thought proudly. And he couldn’t understand why that bothered Lizzie so much. ‘Wanting more is always a road to heartache,’ she claimed, but to tell the truth, he’d wanted more all his life. It hadn’t broken his heart, yet it hadn’t brought him a fortune either, he admitted wistfully.

He looked again at the building across the road, then stared up at the calm evening sky. June was always a lovely month. In that moment Ted felt oddly at peace with himself; beneath that blue uncluttered sky, the fumes and hellfire of the foundry seemed a million miles away. Happen his sacking was a blessing in disguise, he told himself. And there was hope. There was always hope. ‘The Lord helps them as helps themselves, ain’t that right?’ he whispered, his eyes upturned to the sky as though they might suddenly see something else there, someone else, gazing back at him. Suddenly he felt ashamed. What was he doing, standing on a street corner, feeling sorry for himself? Shaking his head, he muttered, ‘Get yerself off home to your family, Ted Miller. Arnold’s Foundry ain’t the only place of work round these parts. You mustn’t let the buggers beat you. You ain’t finished while you’ve got two arms and a strong back, and never forget that!’

He thought of Lizzie and his face lit up. He could see her now, cursing him up hill and down dale for not being home on time. But then another thought suddenly occurred to him and his back stiffened against the lamp post. ‘Bugger it!’ Lizzie was bound to think the worst when he didn’t come home as usual. In his dilemma, he hadn’t given that a thought, but now he was frantic. Thrusting his pipe and baccy into the pocket of his jacket, he went on his way home with renewed vigour, half walking, half running, his mind assailed by all manner of things: his work at the foundry, Brookhouse Mills and all the other mills around here that were going full strength. The foreman was right. There was other  work to be had. He couldn’t do anything about it at this time of night, but first thing in the morning he’d be out there looking for work, and today would be just a bad memory.

Ted Miller’s heart was a good deal lighter as he hurried down Lodge Street, along Whalley New Road and into Fisher Street, wending his way between roaming dogs, boisterous children rolling hoops along the cobbles, and grown-ups standing in little groups, where they busily swapped tittle-tattle and set the world to rights. He had been so steeped in his own troubles, he hadn’t noticed them before. Now, though, they exchanged greetings as he hurried on his way.

 



It was gone seven o’clock. Lizzie was beside herself with worry. ‘Where in God’s name is he?’ she asked, looking at Ruby with frantic eyes. ‘He ain’t never been late in all the years we’ve been wed.’ She wrung her fat little hands and sighed noisily. ‘Oh, our Ruby, summat’s happened to yer dad, I just know it has.’

‘No, it hasn’t.’ Ruby told her firmly. ‘Happen they’ve asked him to do some overtime and he couldn’t let you know,’ she suggested. ‘Or the tram was late. It’ll be something like that, you’ll see, so don’t go getting yourself worked up all over nothing, our mam.’ She didn’t tell Lizzie how she too was worried to the pit of her stomach. Every night since as long as she could remember, her dad always walked through the door on the stroke of six. He should have been home a good hour since, and still there was no sign of him. ‘I’ll take another look down the street,’ she said, going quickly  out of the parlour and down the passage. Her heart was in her mouth as she opened the front door and peered out.

In the parlour, Lizzie paced anxiously up and down in front of the fire. ‘I just know there’s trouble,’ she mumbled. ‘I can feel it in me bones.’

‘Our dad’s not run away, has he?’ The small tearful voice caused her to stop and stare at the group of children seated round the table, everyone washed and scrubbed and waiting for their dinner. It was Dolly who had spoken, and she looked at Lizzie now with frightened hazel eyes, her chubby little face pale and worried and her hands clenched tight together on the table.

‘Aw, bless yer heart, darlin’.’ Realising how she was frightening the young ’uns, Lizzie painted a smile on her face and went across the room to the table where she stood behind Dolly’s chair. Reaching down, she lovingly wrapped her two arms about the girl’s neck, saying in a voice that belied her fears, ‘Course yer dad ain’t run away.’

‘Where is he then?’ This time it was Lenny who asked the question; a tall skinny lad not yet eleven, with sandy hair and eyes the same colour, he appeared sulky. ‘I’m starving hungry,’ he moaned. ‘Why can’t we have our dinner now?’

When Ruby had called the children in for dinner, she’d found Lenny rolling about the cobbles with a lad from Viaduct Street. The two of them had been itching for a fight for some days now. Although the lad was four years older and nearly twice his size, Lenny was getting  the better of him until Ruby angrily pulled the two of them apart. Now, he would have to do it all over again, he thought angrily. What was worse, Ruby had called them in for nothing, because they couldn’t have their dinner on account of their dad being late home. Lenny wasn’t concerned about his dad being late, because he believed his dad had gone off for a jar of ale or a game of dominoes with a mate. Or, at least, that was what he would do if he was a man, especially on Friday night, and especially if he’d just been let out of Arnold’s foundry. The thought of working in a foundry, in all the heat and the fumes, horrified Lenny.

‘What! Start without yer dad at the head of the table?’ Lizzie was mortified at the suggestion. ‘Whatever are yer thinking of, Lenny? Since when has this family sat down to a meal without yer dad here to say grace?’ The look she gave him was withering. ‘I don’t want to hear yer talk like that agin, d’yer hear?’ Her hazel eyes were hard and angry as she waited for an answer.

‘Yes, Mam.’ Biting his bottom lip, Lenny turned bright pink. He felt embarrassed in front of the other children, and was greatly agitated. Beneath the table he crunched his fists together and imagined he was strangling that lad from Viaduct Street.

A strange silence settled over them all. Lizzie sat hunched in the rocking chair beside the empty fire, frantically pitching the chair back and forth on its runners, her eyes downcast and her heart troubled. The children quietly fidgeted in the hard stand-chairs set round the big square table. The boys entertained themselves by pulling faces at each other; Dolly busied  herself by discreetly playing with the tassels on Lizzie’s best green cord tablecloth, and above the ominous silence the ticking of the mantelpiece clock echoed the beat of every heart.

Once or twice Lizzie raised her eyes, to peep into the makeshift cradle where the youngest of the Miller family was peacefully sleeping after its fill of milk. She surreptitiously ran her gaze over the children; all out of her and all but one, by the same father, and she never ceased to be amazed how each one of them could be so different in character. The starkest contrast was between the twins. Eight years old, Frank and Ralph were of the same colouring and build, freckly, fair and sturdy. Yet where Frank was a happy amiable lad, Ralph was surly in nature, greedy and spiteful; only recently Lizzie had confined him to the house for a week after he deliberately squashed Frank’s pet frog between two bricks. The only other lad in the family was Lenny, and he was different again; a handsome young man in the making with his tall lean figure and shock of sandycoloured hair, he seemed to be always angry and quick to lash out with his fists. ‘He has the temperament of a boxer,’ Ted would say with a twinkle in his eye, but, like any mother might, Lizzie feared his temper could well land him in trouble one day.

She and her man had been blessed with three lads and three lasses. Ruby was the first-born, and although all the children were dearly loved, Ruby had a special place in her mam and dad’s heart; fiery, strong in character, and fiercely protective. Lenny was the next, then came the twins. A year after that, Lizzie and Ted lost a newlyborn  girl-child to the whooping cough, before they were blessed with another healthy lass. Dolly was never a beauty like Ruby, because where Ruby was perfectly proportioned, her sister was round as a dumpling, with small hazel eyes much like Lizzie’s, and the same unruly light brown hair. She was a delightful child, though, loving and warm, and right from the start there had been something very precious between her and Ruby. Last of all came Lottie, a pretty infant with carrot-coloured hair and vivid green eyes. She was unlike any of Lizzie’s brood in that she was unusually quiet, sad even. After being fed and washed, she would lie in her cradle for hours, watching what was going on; she hardly ever smiled, and in spite of Ruby’s constant efforts, had never been heard to laugh out loud. ‘There’s nothing wrong in being of a serious nature,’ Ted was quick to point out. ‘She’s got two arms and two legs and they all move, she’s got a loud enough voice when she wants her titty, and them pretty green eyes don’t miss a single thing.’ He had a way of stating the obvious. Lottie was different, that was all, and she was no less loved because she didn’t laugh and gurgle every time one of the children played the clown for her.

Ruby’s heart lifted when she rounded the corner of Fisher Street and there, not too far away, was a familiar figure striding towards her. ‘Dad!’ she yelled excitedly, running over the distance between them. ‘Where’ve you been? Our mam’s worried out of her mind.’

Breathless, she slipped her hand in his and together the two of them continued with quickening steps, Ruby’s shorter legs doing two strides to Ted’s one. For a while  there was silence between them. But then Ruby became impatient for an answer to her question. Looking up, she studied her father’s face; it was grim and tense. ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked, sensing that he had something to tell. ‘Something’s happened, hasn’t it?’ She could tell from his downcast face.

Ted reassuringly squeezed her hand, saying firmly, ‘You’re a sharp little thing and no mistake.’ He could never fool this one no matter how hard he might try, and so he admitted as much as he was prepared to. ‘Happen there is summat, sweetheart, but it’s nowt for you to worry about.’ It was a frightening thing to be suddenly out of work, and it was best if he waited until the children were all abed before he talked to Lizzie about it. ‘I expect your mam’s waiting for me with a rolling-pin, eh?’ he asked, forcing himself to laugh out loud when, with a rueful expression on her face, Ruby slowly nodded. Lizzie was right, the lass really did seem to be an old head on young shoulders. ‘We’d best get a move on,’ he suggested, going at a gentle run and taking her with him. When they reached number twelve, breathless and laughing, the door was flung open and there stood Lizzie.

‘What time d’yer call this, Ted Miller?’ she demanded, but the relief in her eyes was unmistakable. ‘And what’s so funny, eh?’ She glared at Ted, and then at Ruby. All the way down the passage to the back parlour, Lizzie ranted on at them. ‘Shame on the pair of yer . . . there’s neither of yer deserves any dinner. As for you, you’ve got some explaining to do,’ she told her husband. ‘I’ve been out of my mind . . . imagining all manner of  terrible things happening to yer.’ Anxiety had given way to relief, and now relief had given way to anger. Ted went straight through the parlour, greeting the children as he headed for the scullery where he quickly stripped off and washed himself. He paid little mind to Lizzie’s chastising. After all these years, he knew her well enough to realise that she was only letting off steam.

Ruby took her place at the table. Like her mam, she too had been anxious, then relieved, but now she was glowing inside because her dad was safely home, and because they had laughed together; although her instincts told her there was trouble brewing. But Ruby didn’t want to think about that now. She looked forward to the times when they were all seated round the table and tonight felt special somehow, though she didn’t know why. She loved the familiar sounds and smells in this house; the sound of splashing water when her dad was having a strip-wash, the smell of her mam’s hot-pot, and that strong aroma of lavender polish and snuff that permeated every room. She even enjoyed her parents’ good-natured bantering, because that was the way they had always been, and she couldn’t imagine them any other way. Outside the factory-sirens called the mill-workers to shift, the high-pitched wails invading the room like uninvited guests at their table. There was nothing of any value in their humble home; thick ageing furniture, a profusion of ornaments on every surface, tatty rag-rugs made by her mam’s own hands, cheery floral curtains, second-hand beds with patch-quilts, a rusty old gas cooker and a crockery cupboard bought  from old Joe for a shilling. Nothing grand but it was home.

Lizzie fetched the large enamel bowl from the oven and placed it on the board in the centre of the table. ‘We’ll wait for yer dad,’ she warned Lenny when the lad reached out with his plate. He didn’t have to wait long because even as Lizzie spoke Ted came in from the scullery. His clean-shaven face was scrubbed rosy and he looked decidedly handsome in his clean white shirt. Smiling at one and all, he went to the head of the table where he seated himself in the carver chair. Bending his head, he folded his hands together and closed his eyes. It was a moment before he spoke, and this was so unusual that the children became restless, opening their eyes and peeking at him from between their fingers. They weren’t to know what was on his mind, how he was wondering whether or not he should thank the Lord at all. After all, his work had just been taken from him, and that wasn’t much to be thankful for was it? He thought about Lizzie then, and about the children, and his faith was restored. ‘Our deepest thanks, Lord,’ he murmured softly. That was all, but it was spoken with such feeling that Lizzie was made to look up and wonder. Later, when the children were in bed, he would tell her the reason for his being late, she knew. It was Ted’s way. But somehow, as she dished out the steaming helpings of hot-pot, she was suddenly afraid.

After the meal there were the usual protests about having to go to bed. ‘It’s only nine o’clock,’ wailed Lenny. ‘Other lads of my age can stay out ’til dark.’

‘I don’t give a fig for what “other lads” do,’ Lizzie  retorted with a determined toss of her head, ‘I’ll not have you wandering the streets ’til all hours, and that’s an end to it.’ Another time she might have relented, but not tonight. Not with Ted looking at her in that certain way which told her there were matters to be settled.

Soon all the children were washed and abed. The younger ones quickly fell asleep but Lenny stubbornly forced himself to stay awake and stare out of the window at the children playing on the cobblestones beneath. Convinced that they had deliberately chosen to play right below his window in order to annoy him, he vowed to dish out a few black eyes at the first opportunity.

‘You can leave that,’ Lizzie told her eldest. Every night, after the evening meal, Ruby would clear away and begin the washing up. Tonight, though, Lizzie suspected that her man was itching to tell her something, and from the way he was discreetly glancing at Ruby, it was obvious he didn’t want any of the children to hear.

‘It’s all right, Mam, I don’t mind,’ Ruby replied. She piled up the plates and carried them into the scullery.

Ted followed her, saying in a serious voice, ‘Do as your mam says, luv. You get off and spend a while with yer friend next door but one, but mind you’re back afore dark.’ He tried not to show his anxiety, but it was there, in his voice, and in his eyes which softened to kindness when he smiled on her as the two of them came back into the parlour. ‘I expect young Maureen will be glad to see you. Her dad tells me she’s been asking after you, and it’s all right for her to have visitors now.’ When Ruby seemed hesitant he added with an apologetic little smile, ‘Me and your mam need to talk, d’you see?’

Ruby did see, and sensed that there was real trouble. She met his gaze with dark steady eyes. ‘All right, Dad,’ she said, lovingly returning his smile. Without another word she departed the room, deliberately leaving the door slightly ajar. Outside in the passageway she lingered a moment, listening for the soft hum of voices. When none came, she hurried along the passage to the front door, where she opened and shut the door with enough noise for them to realise that she was gone from the house. If there was trouble, she would hear about it soon enough, she reckoned. And anyway, the thought of seeing Maureen Ackroyd cheered her up. Three times over the past two weeks Ruby had gone next door but one, and each time she’d been turned away because ‘The lass ain’t fit to see nobody,’ her mam had said. It would be grand to sit and chatter. Maureen always made her laugh.

Outside, the street was still alive with the sight and sound of busy folk. The cobblestones echoed beneath the wheels of passing wagons, children squealed with delight as they chased each other up and down, and numerous yapping dogs took up pursuit, diving in and out between thin little legs and occasionally pausing to fight playfully and roll about the pavement.

One shawled woman sat on an upturned box outside her front door, counting her pennies and shouting abuse at her husband, who had the good sense to stay inside where she couldn’t fetch him a right-hander. The immediate neighbour of the Miller family, Ma Collins was well known all over Blackburn, a large formidable figure in a brown trilby and woollen chequered shawl  which folks swore she’d worn every single day for the past ten years. ‘Never been washed yet mended,’ they claimed; which could account for the many holes and stains that made a pattern of their own in the long fringed garment. She sported a handsome dark moustache which made her look more masculine even than the coalman — and he was six foot tall with hands the size of shovels and a back as wide as a tram-car. She was loud and vulgar, and she smelled to high heaven, but if ever there was a birthing, a laying-out, or a pair of strong hands needed to stop a man from strangling his wife, Ma Collins was available. Down the pub of a Saturday night, she was a music hall turn all of her own. She could outsing, outwrestle and outshout anybody, and she was always good for the lend of a shilling or two – at an exorbitant rate of interest, of course. She was a woman of many talents, a good friend and a bad enemy.

Ma Collins’ unfortunate husband was a tiny nervous fellow whose physical attributes seemed to have withered beneath her insatiable demands. Not a day passed when he wasn’t reminded of his shortcomings. ‘What bloody use are you, eh?’ she yelled out now, as Ruby passed, and for one dreadful minute Ruby thought she was alluding to her. ‘You’re neither use nor sodding ornament!’ she screeched. Suddenly she sprang up from her stool and charged into the house. ‘I’m no fool, you bugger. There’s a woman somewhere, ain’t there? It’s her that’s getting the best from you, ain’t it, eh? By! I swear to God, if ever I find out who she is, I’ll have her bloody eyes on the end of me fingernails!’ Her voice echoed the length of Fisher Street. ‘Look sharp, Bill  Collins. Upstairs this minute!’ she ordered. ‘Get your arse up them bloody stairs and let’s see what you’re made of.’ She laughed out loud, and every man in the street thanked the Lord it wasn’t him who’d run up the stairs.

Ruby was still chuckling when she knocked on her friend’s door. Almost immediately she could hear the sound of footsteps coming along the passage, and when the door opened it was Maureen’s brother who smiled down on her. ‘Ruby! Come to see our Maureen, have you?’ he asked, wishing it was him she’d come to see.

Johnny Ackroyd was some four years older than Ruby, with coal-black hair and brooding eyes. A wellbuilt lad with handsome gaunt features and long lean limbs, he was the only son and the breadwinner, since his father was always too drunk or too lazy to provide for his own. ‘My mam’s up there with her now, making sure Sis eats something. But I expect it’ll be all right for you to go up,’ he said, opening the door and stepping aside as she came up the steps and into the passage. Ruby would have brushed past him but he closed the door in such a way that she was trapped against the wall.

‘Is she better?’ Ruby asked. ‘My dad heard that she could have visitors.’

‘Aye, thank God. She’s sitting up and taking notice now. The doctor says she’s to take things easy, but she’s better. You’ll see that for yourself.’ His easy manner was comforting, and when he looked down on her with those smiling dark eyes, Ruby’s heart turned over.

‘I’ll go up then, if you’re sure your mam won’t mind?’ She was deeply conscious of his closeness. Things were  happening to her lately, things that went on inside her, strange thrilling things that she couldn’t really understand.

‘Stay a minute,’ he said, leaning over her, his fingers reaching out to secure a stray lock of her dark brown hair. He knew every inch of her lovely face: the dark blue eyes that were marbled with streaks of black, the wide arched eyebrows and those thick dark lashes, the full mouth that turned gently up at the corners, and the shock of rich brown hair that framed her small heart-shaped face. He loved her. He had always loved her. But he wasn’t yet man enough to know how to deal with this all-consuming emotion. He wanted to reveal all of this to Ruby. He longed to tell her how he dreamed of her at night, and how he made himself imagine what she was doing every minute of the day. He even imagined her without her clothes on, and he was not ashamed. The kind of feelings he had for Ruby were not the kind that brought shame.

‘I’d best go up,’ she said. She was confused by those dark brooding eyes and the way he was touching her. She could feel his finger, gentle and loving, shaping the outline of her breast, sending frissons of delight down her spine. She didn’t move away, even though he was no longer blocking her path. Her heart was fluttering, and her insides were churning like her mam’s mangle. Even before he bent his head to kiss her, she knew what he had in mind. His face had coloured up in anticipation and his manner was clumsy, but when his lips came down, warm and soft, melting into hers, her senses reeled, and all manner of longings coursed through her.

Reluctantly, she pushed him away. Their eyes met and she saw the passion still smouldering in his gaze. She was ashamed then. Ashamed and deeply afraid. That was her first kiss, and she liked it too much. It was never her intention that Johnny Ackroyd should be the very first boy to kiss her; she had always meant to save herself until she thought it was time. Anger spiralled up in her and she opened her mouth to speak, but the words which she might later have regretted were suppressed when another voice intervened. ‘What are you doing there, you two?’ Meg Ackroyd made her way down the stairs, peering into the gloomy passage with inquisitive eyes. ‘Oh, it’s you, Ruby!’ she exclaimed with relief.

She had known for some time how her son felt about this pretty lass. A mother always knew. Somehow, though, she had an idea that he was setting his cap too high. Young Ruby Miller was a godsend to her mam, and she was a lovely bonny creature, but she would never be satisfied with a tiny back-to-back house and a dozen bairns to keep her down.

‘I’m sorry, luv, but you can’t see our Maureen. She’s sleeping just now, and I don’t want her wakened.’ She turned to go into the parlour. ‘Come back tomorrow. She’ll be glad to see you then, I know.’

She sensed the atmosphere and suspected they’d been kissing. A curious little smile flitted across her mouth. ‘A boy yesterday, a man tomorrow,’ she murmured. She only hoped her son wasn’t heading for a broken heart.

Johnny opened the door to let Ruby out. His voice was low and intimate as he asked shyly, ‘You didn’t mind me kissing you, did you, Ruby?’ It was his first kiss  too, and he loved her all the more because of it.

‘It’s all right, I expect,’ she said, and in spite of a small twinge of regret, her face was still flushed with the pleasure of that wonderful kiss. Unable to bear his dark, searching gaze, she quickly turned away and ran down the road. The knowledge that he watched her all the way gave her an odd feeling of pleasure.

Ruby was in a lazy, dreamy mood as she came softly into the house and closed the door. She could still feel Johnny’s strong hands on her, and her skin tingled deliciously. Suddenly she couldn’t face her parents, so she went down the passage on soft footsteps. Her curiosity was aroused when she heard what sounded like crying. She paused to listen, but all she could hear were muted tones emanating from the parlour; her mam and dad were still deep in discussion. Something about the timbre of her mam’s voice made her afraid. On tiptoe and holding her breath, Ruby made her way as far as the parlour then pressed herself against the back wall and climbed up the stairs to the third step. Here she sat down, wedged her elbows on her knees, bent her head to her hands and listened hard. She felt no shame at her actions, because this was her family and, for some reason known only to herself, Ruby had taken on responsibility for their welfare.

‘Don’t worry, sweetheart,’ her dad was pleading, ‘I’ll get a job the morrow, I swear to God I’ll not be out of work for long.’

‘Aye, I know you won’t,’ came Lizzie’s reply. ‘And it ain’t your fault, I know that too.’ She said something then, something that made Ruby sit up and take notice.  ‘I can’t make it out though. Why would they finish a good worker like you, eh?’ Before he could answer, her tone hardened. ‘Are you sure it weren’t Oliver Arnold himself who instructed it, to punish yer for complaining about them dangerous platforms?’ She made a noise like a sob. ‘If I thought a fella like that could deliberately fetch a heap o’ trouble on us heads . . . well, I reckon I’d swing for the bugger!’

‘Aw, to hell with Oliver Arnold! It don’t really matter why he finished me, and harping on it can only create bitterness.’ His tone softened. ‘Come on, Lizzie. We’ve bounced back from worse things than this, ain’t we now, eh?’

There was a quiet, poignant moment then, a moment when Ruby imagined her dad with his arm round her mam. When Lizzie spoke again, it was in a small trembling voice that belied her words. ‘Yer right, Ted. It ain’t like me to worry over nowt. But we’ve six childer to feed and clothe now.’ Pride surged through her voice. ‘Still . . . I know we’ll be all right, ’cause I’ve got the grandest fella in the world to take care on us.’ It was the best thing Lizzie could have said to restore Ted’s flagging confidence, because it wasn’t long before the two of them were chuckling and canoodling and he was light-heartedly blaming her for the number of bairns they’d accrued. ‘Yer too pretty, that’s the trouble,’ he complained. ‘A man don’t know how to keep his hands off yer!’ And she laughed like a young bride on her first night.

Creeping back to the front door, Ruby made a great fuss about coming in. ‘Goodnight, God bless!’ she said,  poking her head round the parlour door.

‘Goodnight, God bless, lass,’ they called in unison; Lizzie’s face was a picture as she hastily straightened her hair and fastened the top button on her blouse. Ted just smiled knowingly. But it was a nervous smile.

Upstairs, Ruby stripped down to her pants and climbed into bed beside Dolly. As usual, the bed struck cold; the damp had a way of creeping out of the walls and seeping into everything. The child was fast and hard asleep. Ruby couldn’t sleep though. She was in too much of a turmoil. She thought about her dad being out of work, and couldn’t forget how her mam blamed Oliver Arnold. She remembered that sobbing sound she’d heard on coming in at the front door, and the way her mam had tried not to show how worried she really was. It was this which touched Ruby most. There was something wonderful about the way her mam and dad loved each other.

Suddenly, she found herself thinking about Johnny’s kiss: warm soft lips brushing her mouth, dark handsome eyes that looked into hers and stirred her deeply. She was dreaming again, and lay back in the bed, her eyes turned to the ceiling, her imagination taking her right out of the room, out of the house, out of Fisher Street, and into a grand place filled with grand things – and him. Suddenly it was Luke Arnold who was filling her thoughts, and she was both thrilled and ashamed; thrilled because he had smiled at her when she was waiting for her dad outside the foundry last week, and ashamed because of what she’d just heard. She knew he was the boss’s son, because she’d  heard two men talking nearby.

Long after her mam and dad had gone to bed, Ruby lay in the darkness, thinking about the events of the evening. The thing that stood out in her mind was that her dad was out of work and her mam was worried – and all through no fault of their own. Her dark eyes shone with tears and her young heart hardened with bitterness. Tonight she had learned three important lessons. The first was that love was a foolhardy luxury that cost a body too dearly. The second that it was dangerous to trust your future to others. And the third was the most important of all. If you were rich, you were powerful, and if you were powerful, you couldn’t be frightened the way her mam and dad were frightened.

Those were the things she had learned that night, and the far-reaching consequences of these revelations would shape Ruby Miller’s destiny for many years to come.




Chapter Two

Oliver Arnold peered out of the carriage window at the familiar landmarks. After a long hard day he was glad to be home. Lately the challenges of big business didn’t seem quite as exciting as they once had. But then, he reminded himself, he was no longer a young man. This year he would be fifty years of age, and he was lonely. Even after four years without her, he still deeply missed his late wife. All the same, he could not afford to wallow in self-pity for she had left him with three children and he must keep going for their sake. He thought of his son, Luke, and a frown creased his forehead; he had not done such a good job on raising that one, he thought. Teresa, his eldest daughter, had been a source of strength to him, yet still he couldn’t love her in the way he loved his youngest child. Ida was only eight when her mother died, but she was everything that lovely woman had been – warm and caring, a joy to be with, and as Oliver thought of her now, he couldn’t help but smile. She would be watching for him to come home, and he was waiting for the moment when she would run out to greet him.

The carriage came up the top of Buncer Lane, the big grey horses going at a trot through the huge wroughtiron gates that led to Arnold Lodge, a grand old house with timbered gables and tall bay windows. On this  glorious July day, the entire front of the house was hung with clematis and honeysuckle that spilled out a profusion of blossom and filled the air with heady fragrance. The long winding driveway meandered past lawns of velvet green interspersed with crescent-shaped flowerbeds where humming bees and many-coloured butterflies buzzed and fluttered in and out of the open blossoms. Great oaks and silver birch trees lined the way. Here was paradise, a haven of peace and quiet away from the noise and smog of a busy industrial town.

Less than two miles out of Blackburn, Arnold Lodge had been built by Lucas Arnold some thirty-nine years before. His son Oliver was a boy when he watched the house grow out of the naked earth, from the laying of the first brick to the hanging of the last lampshade. The house was his pride and joy, a sanctuary in an acre of valuable land which developers would have given their eye-teeth for. Yet there wasn’t one of them who would ever have dared approach the mighty Oliver Arnold.

In time, though, his son Luke might prove to be of a different mind altogether. Now twenty-two years of age, immature and selfish, Luke Arnold was motivated only by greed and an insatiable need for excitement and danger. He spurned responsibility in any shape or form, and had no regard for either his family home or his father’s discipline. Expelled from every school he had ever attended he strongly protested his innocence of the many crimes of which he was accused; crimes that had involved fraudulently making money out of his peers, blackmail and corruption of a kind that quickly earned him the reputation of being a bad lot. It was only  because of his father’s wealth and influence that scandal had been avoided time and again. But even so, he was not grateful. Instead he resented his father’s intervention, and grew increasingly more sullen and defiant. Lately, though, he seemed to have mellowed, apparently wanting to make amends. Always hoping that his son would one day make a man he could be proud of, his father was ready to give him the benefit of the doubt. There were those who claimed that his mother’s death some years ago had sent him off the rails, but there were others who insisted that he was rotten through and through. And this was all the more surprising because his father, although hard and ambitious in business, was not a ruthless man nor ever knowingly unjust.

Since his wife’s death, Oliver Arnold had done his best for Luke and all he had received in return was heartache. Yet he loved his wayward son and against his better instincts was convinced that all would come right in the end. Indeed, after being given some authority over safety measures at the largest foundry, Luke seemed at last to be settling down and accepting his role as heir to the Arnold fortunes and all the responsibility that went with it.

At long last Oliver had hopes that his son would come to realise the prominent role he was expected to play as a leading figure in a vast and thriving business concern. However, being the astute fellow he was, he had limited his son’s responsibilities until such time as Luke proved himself to be worthy. In fact, having spent a year under his father’s strict tuition, and a further six months assigned to the manager at Arnold’s largest foundry,  Luke had shown himself to be suprisingly capable and this was encouraging. Oliver was pleased at his son’s progress, and soon he would pass over much more responsibility. These days he was feeling his age and felt his decisions were not as sharp as they once had been. It would be good to have a son’s broad shoulder to lean on.

But Oliver was fooling himself. Instead of teaching him to be a better man, the experience of being monitored by his father and then by his father’s ‘trusted’ manager, who was required to report on his every move, had succeeded only in making Luke Arnold dangerously bitter and more deceitful. Already he was secretly colluding in a very underhand and dangerous activity which was bound to end in shame and scandal.

The carriage drew to a halt at the entrance to the house. Oliver Arnold climbed out, his weariness showing in the stoop of his shoulders and the slowness of his steps as he went to speak to the driver. ‘I won’t be needing you any more this evening, Thomas.’ He looked up at the little man in the driver’s seat. ‘You’re free to get about your other duties.’

The driver’s homely face broke into a smile. Respectfully tipping the neb of his flat cap, he nodded gratefully, replying in a gruff voice, ‘Right you are, sir.’ As the other man walked away, he regarded him closely and muttered under his breath, ‘By! There ain’t even a smile for us tonight, is there, eh?’ In fact, he had never seen his master look so worn. These past years had been a terrible strain on him, but Thomas believed that if his master was looking for the son to share his heavy load,  he was heading for another disappointment. The father was good, the son was bad, and nothing would ever change that.

Thomas continued to watch as the older man approached the door. There were only two years between himself and the master but there might well have been ten, because while Thomas himself was carefree and jolly, the other man was white-haired and bowed down by the weight of office. Nearing fifty years of age, Oliver Arnold could never be described as a handsome man. He was tall and as thin as a pike-staff, with wispy iron-grey hair and a matching moustache; his best features were his strong blue eyes and his straight white teeth. Like many tall men, he stooped slightly at the shoulders, and had a noticeable habit when angry of stretching his thin neck upwards, until the sinews in his throat stood out like tram-lines.

Many years ago Oliver Arnold had inherited a small fortune from his father; this consisted of a working foundry and a number of tenanted houses throughout Blackburn. Lucas Arnold had been an exemplary businessman, with a modest instinct for making money. He had also been a fair-minded, honest man who always had the welfare of his workers at heart. His son Oliver was made in the same mould; although neither man ever gave an opportunity to trouble-makers or those who would disrupt the orderly running of the business concerns. Like his father before him, Oliver Arnold chose his managers with the utmost care, trusting these same men to uphold Arnold traditions and values, one of their duties being to keep a sharp eye out for  mischievous trouble-makers who were then dismissed without a second thought. Conversely, if a man showed promise, he was always rewarded with more responsibility.

Oliver Arnold never engaged in underhand deals or shady speculation. He was a shrewd, ambitious man with an instinct for making money. It wasn’t long before the legacy left him by his father had become an immense empire.

‘Arnold Holdings’ now amounted to three foundries, a cotton-mill and two warehouses. Always seeking to expand his fortune, Oliver was presently in negotiation with the owners of a small merchant fleet operating between Liverpool and America. The company was reputed to be in deep financial trouble and so had attracted his attention. No one doubted his ability to acquire a troubled company and turn it into a thriving concern. He hoped that soon he would be able to unload some of the responsibility onto his only son’s shoulders.

As he walked up the steps to the front entrance, Oliver Arnold had sensed the driver watching him. Puzzled, he glanced round, asking, ‘Is there something else, Thomas?’

‘No, no. There’s nothing, sir. I’m on me way,’ Thomas Miller was quick to assure him, at the same time slapping the reins against the horses’ rumps and causing the animals to start forward. The way round to the stables was narrow and winding, which meant that he must keep the horses at a steady gait. Thomas Miller loved his job and he had a deal of respect for the man of the house, but he saw things here that nobody else saw.  His master was one man to the outside world and another here in his own domain. Thomas had seen the deep abiding love that drew him to his family; and he had seen the pain and disappointment when his only son returned a failure time and again. He recalled how weary his master was just now, and it made him think.

‘Aye, it makes yer count yer blessings,’ he murmured to himself. ‘I ain’t got no family, except my brother Ted and his brood. I ain’t rich nor handsome, and I don’t know much except horses, but I do know this . . . I wouldn’t want the master’s life for a gold clock. He may have a fine big house and an army of servants at his beck and call, and happen he’s the wealthiest man in Blackburn, but it don’t mean to say he’s a happy man, do it, eh?’

As the carriage approached the stable-block, he gently pulled on the reins. ‘Whoah, me beauties,’ he coaxed. In a moment the carriage was still and the horses impatient to be free of their harness. Climbing down from his lofty seat, the little man called out, ‘Johnny! Give old Thomas a hand, will yer?’ He continued muttering to himself as he began undoing the cumbersome harness. ‘Johnny!’ he called again, looking about impatiently, ‘Where are yer, lad?’

The ‘lad’ appeared then, a broad-shouldered young man with smiling dark eyes and a quick strong stride. Johnny Ackroyd was stripped to the waist and carrying a pitchfork. ‘The stables are cleaned out,’ he said, ‘and I’ve got the feed waiting.’ He hung the pitchfork from the timber beam above the straw-bales. ‘Miss Teresa’s just gone. She wanted to see the big greys before we  settled them down for the night.’

He came to the horses and began lovingly stroking their noses. The big greys knew him and nuzzled into his work-worn hands. ‘It’s all right, Thomas,’ he said, ‘I’ll see to them. You look tired.’ He freed the horses from the shafts, then he set about loosening the brass buckles that secured the harness. ‘I‘ll clean up these brasses while the horses are feeding,’ he said. ‘Oh, and there’s a fresh brew simmering on the stove for you.’

‘Bless yer heart, lad, what would I do without yer, eh?’ Thomas asked. He watched Johnny skilfully remove the harness before leading the greys into the stable. Following behind, he thought how capable the lad was and how he had taken to this work like he was born to it. He often wondered how he’d managed before Johnny was hired as his assistant. ‘You say Miss Teresa came to see the horses?’ he asked mischievously.

‘Aye. She’s only been gone a few minutes. I wish she wouldn’t hang about when I’m trying to work, though.’

‘Hang about, did she?’ Thomas chuckled. ‘That’s’cause it ain’t the horses she came to see.’

‘What do you mean?’

Thomas was surprised that Johnny hadn’t already seen through Teresa’s dangerous little game. ‘The lass came to see you,’ he remarked. But then his voice changed and he warned, ‘Don’t be tempted though, lad. Women is trouble. And rich men’s daughters is the worst trouble of all.’

Johnny didn’t answer straightaway. He was thinking of Thomas’s niece. There was only one girl for him and that was Ruby Miller. ‘You’re imagining things,’ he  replied somewhat sharply. ‘Miss Teresa came to see the horses, like she said.’

‘Aye, well, have it your own way. But I’m warning you, Johnny lad, be on your guard. Temptation comes in many shapes and forms.’ Having delivered his warning, he slapped the lad on his bare back and chuckled mischievously. ‘I forgot, though. It’s our Ruby as takes your fancy, ain’t it?’ He shook his head. ‘She’s a quality creature is that. Oh, but she’s proud! All the same, one o’ these days, she’ll make some fella a grand wife.’ When he saw the deep red flush that crept from Johnny’s muscular neck right up to the roots of his hair, he thought he had teased him enough. ‘Aye, well, just think on what I said about that one in the big house.’ He rubbed his hands together and chuckled again. ‘There’s a brew o’ tea, you say?’ he asked, going to the stove and licking his lips in anticipation.

He set about the serious business of pouring out the tea, and it wasn’t long before he was seated in the old torn armchair that he’d rescued from the gardener’s bonfire. With his hands wrapped round the enamel mug of steaming liquid, and thankful that the day’s work was almost over, he took a moment to contemplate. ‘I can’t stand this July heat,’ he complained, ‘it saps a body’s strength. It’s all right for you, lad,’ he muttered, ‘you’re finished for the weekend. But my work ain’t never finished.’ A sudden smile lit his face. ‘Still, I won’t complain, ’cause I’ve a great deal to be thankful for after all’s said and done.’

Appearing not to have heard the other man’s ramblings, Johnny placed the bucket of water where both  horses could reach it. Stretching up, he told Thomas in a serious voice, ‘One of these days, I’ll have to punch that Luke Arnold on the nose.’

‘Hey! We’ll have none o’ that, young fella,’ Thomas rebuked him. ‘I’ve told you before . . . don’t let the bugger rile you.’ He supped his tea and sighed, all the while aware of Johnny’s anger. ‘What’s he done this time?’ he asked impatiently. Running through his mind was the incident when Luke ‘accidentally’ dropped one of the best saddles in the horses’ trough after Johnny had spent a full hour polishing it. Luckily Johnny was busy fetching the hunters in from the top field and didn’t see the damage until later or there might have been a punch-up then. As it was, Thomas had his work cut out to stop Johnny going after the master’s son. There was deep bitterness between those two, and it was a great source of worry to Thomas.

‘He’s a bad ’un,’ he said in a whisper. ‘And he’d like nothing more than for you to lunge at him, so he can have you chucked out of your job. Is that what you want, eh? How do you think your mam would feel if you went home and told her you’ve no wages coming in, ’cause you let yourself be drawn into a fight with that good for nothing?’ He shook his head. ‘What was it he done, anyroad?’

‘Nothing you could put your finger on. He just stood by the stable door, kicking at the ground and watching me. Whenever I turned round, he was there . . . watching and sniggering. Going out of his way to aggravate me.’ Johnny’s fists clenched and unclenched at his sides. ‘If he does it again, I swear I’ll black his eye  and face the consequences. At least I’ll get the satisfaction out of knocking him flat on his back!’ The prospect made him smile.

‘You’ll do no such thing. Luke Arnold can be a bad enemy. You’ll ignore him, that’s what you’ll do, young fella-me-lad. If he comes round again, just get on with your work and pretend he ain’t there.’

‘He’s a bastard, and he deserves a thrashing! If it weren’t for what you said, about me going home without any wages for my mam, I’d knock all sorts out of him, I would.’ His eyes darkened with rage.

‘By!’ Thomas had never heard the lad use such strong language before. ‘He really has got under your skin, ain’t he? Well now, you can forget about giving him a thrashing, because that’s for his father to do. You and me, we do as we’re told, and we keep ourselves to ourselves. That way we don’t get in trouble, do we, eh?’ He waited for Johnny to answer, but it was plain to see that the lad was still in a black mood. ‘Did you hear what I said?’ he insisted sharply. ‘We don’t want no trouble, so we get on with our work and we mind our own business, ain’t that right?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘There ain’t no suppose about it.’ He pointed to the straw-bale beside him. ‘Sit down here, lad,’ he said kindly. When Johnny was seated beside him, he went on, ‘I ain’t saying as the bugger don’t deserve a thrashing, because he does. What I’m saying is, it won’t be you as gives it him, ’cause then he’ll have you right where he wants you. Don’t give him the satisfaction, lad. You know he ain’t worth it, don’t you, eh?’ He nodded with  approval when Johnny grunted his agreement. He lit up his clay pipe and began sucking contentedly on it, and the two of them were quiet for a while, each thinking his own thoughts; the old one wondering whether he should have taken a wife to comfort him in his old age, and the young one dreaming of walking down the aisle with the lovely Ruby on his arm.

He thought about the way she had looked up at him when he took her in his arms the other day, how her eyes told him all he wanted to know. He remembered how she ran from him, and how she had always given him the impression that she didn’t really care for him in that way. But in his heart Johnny truly believed that Ruby loved him as much as he loved her. He had to hope that there would come a day when she would be his wife – and, oh what a proud man he would be then. Thomas was right though, Ruby was proud, and if anything dimmed Johnny’s hopes in that moment it was the knowledge that she was different from any other girl he’d known. Loving and delightful as she was, there was something frightening about the way she talked of ‘fine clothes and a big house, and an army of servants for our mam, so she can put her feet up when they ache’.

Anger rose in him then. God Almighty! Where did she get such grand ideas? For himself, he never hankered after things like that. All he ever wanted was Ruby. But if he could provide her with the things she craved, he’d work his fingers to the bone. Sometimes, in the early hours when he was taking the horses out to the top field and the air was heavy with dew, he would marvel at God’s wonderful world, and he’d think of Ruby, of how  she ached for other things, things that didn’t really matter, and his heart would turn over with fear. He feared her ambitions would separate the two of them for ever.

Then he’d see Luke Arnold galloping across the fields, a man only a few years older than himself, a layabout who’d never done a proper day’s work in his entire life, rich and spoilt and with all the things that Ruby put such great value on. Johnny was consumed with bitterness then. Luke Arnold didn’t deserve such an easy life. If there was any justice in this world, a man would reap only what he sows. That way, all men would get their just rewards.

Thomas spoke again to issue a warning, ‘Stay well clear o’ that one next time the bugger tries to rile you, remember you’re worth ten of him!’ He shook his head and sighed, ‘It’ll be a sorry day when Luke Arnold is master of this house. Twenty year I’ve worked for Oliver Arnold, and I can’t remember a time when he’s ever caused me pain. I’ve seen his eldest son grow from an infant, and I’ve seen him become a father twice more. I watched him break his heart when his wife was taken, and I’ve been proud o’ the man he is. Oh, but I tell you, Johnny lad . . . the greatest sorrow he’s endured has a name, and that name is Luke – a bad ’un if ever there was one!’

‘Where did he get his bad ways?’ Like Thomas, Johnny had immense respect for the master, and often wondered whether Luke was more like his late mother. ‘You can see he didn’t get ’em from his father.’

‘No, and he didn’t get his bad ways from his mam  neither,’ Thomas informed him. ‘Some folks are just bad, and there ain’t no telling why. But like I say, lad, it’ll be a sorry day for all on us when he’s the master of Arnold Lodge. But most especially for young Ida. Miss Teresa can take care of herself, ’cause she’s cut out of the same mould as her brother. But the young ’un’s a different kettle o’ fish altogether.’ He shook his head forlornly and his spirits plummeted until he told himself that none of it was his concern. He didn’t have no worries, and wasn’t about to take on anybody else’s. All the same, thoughts of the gentle Miss Ida being left at the mercy of Luke and Teresa made his blood run cold.

‘That’s enough of other folk!’ He rose from his seat and carefully put out his pipe. ‘Come on, lad. We’ve a deal o’ work to do afore you can make your way home. The sooner we’re done, the sooner I can retire to my own quarters.’

Thomas had lived over the stables these past twenty years, and now he was content to end his days here, with a hearth he could call his own and a good master to serve. His only fear was that he might outlive the master, because then he, like young Miss Ida, would be at the mercy of a hard and spiteful young man.

 



By six o‘clock the horses were fed and stabled, the harness hung in the tack-room, polished and gleaming, the carriage cleaned inside and out, and everything ship-shape, as Thomas put it. At ten past six, he straightened his back from his labours and told Johnny, ‘Right, lad. There ain’t nothing else to do for the minute, so I’m away upstairs to my quarters. I reckon it won’t be too  long before I go to my bed, ’cause more often than not, that young bugger Luke will have me out at midnight to run him here or there. If his father knew he was dragging me from my bed at all hours, I reckon he’d skin the hide off him.’

‘Why don’t you tell him, then?’

Thomas groaned. ‘Don’t think I haven’t been tempted. But no, it ain’t worth causing trouble for. You should remember that, lad. You don’t go making trouble for yourself with the gentry, unless you want to come off worse.’ He saw Johnny was about to protest, and so quickly instructed, ‘When you’ve had your swill, get off home. Mind you check the horses just before you leave. Oh, and don’t forget to secure the stable doors behind you.’ He patted Johnny on the back, adding an apology, ‘Sorry, lad. I know I can trust you to do what’s needed, eh?’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll see to it,’ Johnny promised, and the older man knew he was leaving everything in safe hands.

‘I’m tired, I’ll not deny it,’ he said as he made his way towards the far end of the stables to climb the narrow stairs there. ‘I ain’t so young as I was, and that’s a fact.’

‘You’ll be fine when you’ve washed and eaten. It’s been a long day, that’s all,’ Johnny assured him. ‘But if you want me to come over the weekend, you’ve only to ask.’

‘No need for that.’ Thomas would never admit that he couldn’t manage on his own for two days. ‘I’ll see you five o‘clock Monday morning, and don’t be late.’ Johnny was never late, but Thomas felt the need to assert his authority just then. Without a backward  glance he went on, up the stairs and into the haven of his tiny quarters.

‘You’re a proud old fella,’ Johnny whispered. ‘Proud and stubborn, just like your niece Ruby.’ Even the mention of her name warmed him all over, and he began whistling a merry tune. Taking the bucket to the pump, he filled it to the brim with water then carried it back to the stables; Thomas had warned him never to strip-wash in full view of the house. ‘The master don’t want you offending the young ladies.’

Inside the stables, Johnny poured half the water into a smaller bucket before making his last check of the evening. The hunters were bedded and content, and the big greys nuzzled him in turn as he went from one stable to the other, forking over the straw beds and checking the water level in the trough. ‘You’ll do, my beauties,’ he said softly, caressing each nose in turn. He loved these animals, and they sensed it. ‘I’ll be away soon ever I’ve had my wash, but Thomas’ll see to you first thing.’

Johnny was always reluctant to leave. For a long while he leaned against the rail watching the horses and taking pleasure in their every move. It was warm in the stables and the smells invaded the air like a physical presence; the sweet warm aroma of horses’ sweat, the pleasant dry smell of newly polished leather — familiar things that gave him a feeling of great contentment. The big old barn with its great oak beams and high wide roof, the tack-room hung with saddles, working-harness and riding gear; he knew every inch of it, his hands had touched every surface, and his fingers had ached from polishing the harness until it shone like a mirror. This  place was like his second home and he understood why Thomas had bided here these many years, content to live out his life in the rooms above. There was something very special about this way of life. Not like the mills and the foundries where so many men earned their living. Huge monstrosities that belched black acrid smoke over the land, places that were more like jails, where a man could choke from the noise and chaos. Here there was peace, and beauty, and a wonderful sense of freedom.

Glancing out of the doors to the church steeple that towered above a nearby village, Johnny read the time on the clock face. It was already twenty minutes past six. If he didn’t get to the main road by quarter to seven, he’d miss his tram. ‘All the same, I can’t get aboard with the muck and sweat still on me,’ he muttered. After collecting a towel and soap from a small cupboard, he tied the towel securely around his waist and tucked it into the top of his trousers. Placing the larger bucket on a stool, he plunged his two arms in and gasped aloud. The water was ice-cold, sending a ripple of goose-pimples over his skin. Yet it was gloriously stimulating in the close heat of the evening. Now he dipped the soap into the water, vigorously working up a green frothy lather which he rubbed all over his bare chest, then his neck and arms and as far round his back as he could reach. That done, he scooped handfuls of water from the bucket and followed the same pattern, until the soap was washed away and his skin glistened beneath the incoming shaft of sunshine. Taking up the smaller bucket from the floor, he leaned forward, straddled his legs wide, and poured the entire contents over his head, at the same  time running his free hand through his thick black hair and allowing the water to run over his shoulders and down his back.
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