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Josh shrugged the strap of his bag more firmly on to his shoulder. ‘Are you coming?’


Miriam shook her head. ‘Not yet. There’s a full moon tonight and I want to watch it from up there.’ She pointed to where the great rock mass that was Sharp Tor rose stark and grey above the moor. ‘Why don’t you stop and see it with me?’


‘No, I must get back for supper. Mum will be wondering where I am.’


‘Mummy’s boy!’ Her voice mocked him as he scrambled from the gully and set off home across the moor.


‘Josh! Josh Retallick!’


He turned to see her standing wide-legged on an uneven rock above the gully.


‘If you come up to Sharp Tor with me I’ll let you kiss me.’


‘I don’t want to.’ He turned his back on her and walked away.


‘You will one day, Josh Retallick. You will one day!’
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History lives on in these ruined walls
Sagging with age and troubled thought.
Stone-wept tears around mossed feet.
Yesterday’s hero. Apart. Forlorn.


Once proud and tall above the moor,
Its chimney smoke would chase the wind
High over mounds of broken ore
That gave to man his daily bread.


But who was last to close the door?
Did he look back with sad regret
Or, turning, laugh and hurl the key
And climb towards the setting sun?


But no man lives who knew it then
And gaping doors no secrets hold.
While scouring time and moorland gorse
Eradicate our yesterdays.




Chapter One
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Ninety fathoms below grass, in the darkness at the bottom of the main vertical shaft of Wheal Sharptor copper mine, Joshua Retallick stepped from the ladder on to the ore-strewn floor. He took a couple of shaky steps, his legs trembling from the climb down.


Above him, so far up that the clean, star-studded sky could not be seen, was a small rough-square hole. Through this was hoisted the copper ore that would make one man rich and send fifty more to a premature grave.


Josh moved to one side as boots scraped on the wooden rungs above him. The night shift was coming on duty. As each man stepped to the floor he would flex his arms, easing the muscles in his shoulders. Muscles knotted by the fear of falling that made a man grip each rung just a little too tightly.


The miners passed through the openings into the tunnels that sloped gently away from the main shaft. They stooped, automatically but unnecessarily, used to smaller tunnels than these. Once inside they paused to light the yellow candles that each man relied upon to give him light by which to work and warning of foul air.


Josh followed one of the miners along the tunnel where he knew his father was working. At first, the tunnel was narrow, with water oozing from walls shored up in a haphazard here-and-there manner. Then, suddenly and dramatically, it opened out into a huge vault, eighty feet wide and thirty high. Here there had been a seam of near-pure copper. Now it was a rock-walled emptiness – the ore long since fed into the belly of a Swansea smelting-house and disgorged as blocks of gleaming metal, each tinged with the colour of the furnace, to be shipped in tall-rigged vessels to a world eager for high-grade Cornish copper.


In the vast chamber clouds of dust hung on the heavy air. The shadows of the new arrivals flickered and were distorted, moulded by the smoking flames from two candles standing in niches in the rough-hewn wall.


A dirty sweating figure, stripped to the waist, appeared from a small tunnel, pushing a laden wheelbarrow ahead of him. Seeing the new arrivals he rested the wheelbarrow, added another streak of dirt to his face with the back of his hand and called back down the tunnel from which he had emerged.


‘Time to wrap it up, Ben. Night shift are here.’


The call was taken up by unseen men in other tunnels, ‘Knock it off! Night men are here!’


Men cramped in unnatural postures gratefully eased their way back from exploratory borings and headed towards the main shaft to begin the long climb to air and home, to comparative comfort and company, where there was not a million tons of rock and earth packed above them.


The miner who had first signalled the arrival of the relief shift grinned at Josh. ‘’Tis a bit late to be coming down to help us. Has Preacher Thackeray given up trying to learn you? Does he think you should be working below ground wi’ us?’


‘No.’ Josh grinned. ‘There’s a meeting of the Benefit Union at the chapel tonight. Lessons ended early.’


‘I wouldn’t mention anything about it to your dad. He’s not too happy wi’ talk about Thackeray’s “Union”.’


Budge Pearn towelled his body with his rough-spun shirt before pulling the crumpled garment over his head and tucking the end inside his trousers. At eighteen he was four years older than Josh. His mother had died in childbirth. When his father was killed in a mining accident Budge was seven years old and had been taken into the Retallick household.


‘When are you coming up to see Jenny and the baby?’ He pronounced it as ‘bebby’. ‘She’s right handsome now. Plenty of hair, too.’


‘I know. Jenny brought Gwen down home today. That reminds me. You’d better not be late home. Mum gave Jenny some boiling bacon for your supper.’


‘I’ll be up on the moor before your dad sets foot on the ladder.’ Budge pocketed the stubs of half a dozen candles. ‘Give my love to your mum.’ Then with a cheery wave he was gone.


Further along the tunnel, Ben Retallick welcomed the arrival of the night shift with grateful relief. At thirty-five years of age he was reckoned an ‘old man’ by mining standards. It was an era when a miner who had seen his fortieth birthday below ground was something of a rarity.


Climbing over a heap of newly dug ore he crawled backwards along a tunnel scarcely three feet high and only as wide as his shoulders. It would be widened eventually – the copper seam was quite broad here – but he had been burrowing his way forward in an attempt to determine its direction and value.


Ben Retallick had been working in Cornish mines since he was ten years of age and was one of the most experienced miners on Wheal Sharptor. He had worked two-men shallow streamings on the high moor and the great labyrinths that extended beneath the sea in the far west of the county. He might well have been a captain for one of those tin mines had not Theophilus Strike asked him to come and work as a tribute worker on the newly discovered copper seams of the Wheal Sharptor. This meant that Ben Retallick would become a free-lance miner, contracting on a piece-work basis for the right to remove the ore for the mine-owner at so much per ton. This was why it was so important to know the direction and value of a seam of ore.


It was said that Ben Retallick could follow a rich seam even when it leap-frogged a twelve-foot barrier of granite. He would not be deluded by a tempting stretch of momentarily rich ore which petered out within a few yards.


Outside, in the wide tunnel, Ben Retallick stood upright slowly. The cramped muscles had knotted his limbs into a crouched position, and it was a painful adjustment. The damp from the walls of a mine worked its way into a man’s joints and caused them to swell.


He looked up to see the sympathy on Josh’s face and grimaced. ‘A boy shouldn’t see his father when he’s fighting the cramps, Josh. What are you doing down here?’


Josh shrugged and tried to sound nonchalant. ‘My lesson finished early. I thought I’d come down to meet you.’


Ben Retallick saw the half-filled wheelbarrow and the long-handled shovel cast hastily aside and frowned. Budge Pearn had been in a hurry to finish work. It was time he learned that a man always emptied his own wheelbarrow below ground. Then Ben smiled at his own thoughts. Budge had plenty of time to learn. With a pretty wife and baby daughter waiting for him at home there was more reason for a young man to be on the surface than trundling barrow-loads of another man’s ore down here for three pounds a month.


‘Come on, son. Let’s go up top and taste some fresh air.’


At the foot of the ladder there was a great deal of good-natured banter and jostling between the men working another seam. Ben put a hand on Josh’s shoulder and stood back from it. At the end of a shift he had neither the energy of the youngsters nor patience with them.


Another man also lacked patience. Heavy-browed, dark-eyed and scowling, Moses Trago elbowed his irritable way through to the ladder. Broad-shouldered and brutal, he cared for no man’s opinion, using his fists in arguments where other men would use words. Behind him, walking in his brother’s shadow, the quieter John Trago loomed just as large.


The arrival of the two men put an end to the outburst of good humour and Ben and Josh shuffled forward with the other miners.


This was the part of mining that Ben found more difficult with each passing day. From ninety fathoms down there were five hundred and forty ladder-rungs to be climbed before a man’s head rose from the hole in the ground. Ben knew the number. There had been a time when he would count them. But no more. These days he gritted his teeth, kept his face turned downwards and climbed numbly. Occasionally the man above him might be climbing too slowly, or would slip because of his own weakness and step upon Ben’s fingers. Then he would feel an unreasonable fury – almost a black rage – against the unseen miner. The feeling would sustain him, drive him on until he stumbled out on to earth that was open to the sky.


Once on the ladders all talking ceased. A man would regret each mouthful of wasted air when he arrived, lungs roaring for oxygen, at the top of the shaft.


Josh was aware of this and he climbed steadily and carefully ahead of his father.


Never a pleasant experience, tonight the climb suddenly became a frightening nightmare. Josh and Ben were on the fourth ladder, almost fifty feet from the bottom of the shaft when there was a blood-freezing scream from high above them and the confused shouts of men.


Josh had no idea what was happening, but it was an experience that Ben had known many times before. His ‘’Ware below!’ rang out and he used the same breath to clamber up to share a rung with Josh. ‘Swing behind the ladder,’ he hissed. When Josh obeyed him hurriedly, Ben Retallick closed his arms about his son and held him tight against the ladder with arms and knees. His back pressed against the uneven rock of the shaft.


Most times a falling man would mercifully smash his head against the side of the shaft and know no more. This one was not so fortunate. The scream had died to a low inhuman sound in his throat as he flailed past Josh and his father, but he remained conscious until the moment he crashed on to the floor of the shaft. Josh would remember the sound of it for as long as he lived. His hands about the ladder gripped so tightly that his nails drew blood from his palms.


For two full seconds there was silence. It was broken by the clattering of boots as the men on the lower ladders scrambled back down.


‘Ben! Ben Retallick!’ The cry went up as Josh followed his father down.


‘I’m here. Who was it who fell?’


‘Budge Pearn.’


‘Oh my God! His poor maid.’


Josh heard the agonised whisper from his father as his own legs threatened to buckle beneath him. The miner dropped to the floor of the shaft where flickering candle-light added to the gruesome scene, then turned back to shield Josh from it. He was only partly successful.


‘Wait for me at the fifty-fathom level, Josh,’ he said.


Josh could only nod his agreement. He was not sure whether the lump in his throat would make him cry or be sick.


Ben put a hand on his son’s shoulder. ‘Go on up. There’s nothing you can do here.’


Josh turned and climbed blindly, the lump still lodged in his windpipe. Budge Pearn had been as a big brother to him.


Behind him, Ben looked down at the smashed body. Miraculously, there was not a mark on Budge’s face. Reaching down he closed the lids on fear-filled eyes. ‘Poor maid!’ he repeated. Though only a few weeks past her seventeenth birthday, Jenny Pearn was now a widow with a baby to support. Like Budge she was an orphan, her father having died in an identical accident. Ben looked down at the body and thought of the young wasted life. He felt suddenly old and tired. The boy had so much to live for.


Tom Shovell, the shift captain, swung off the ladder and bent down over the body. Then he looked sympathetically at Ben. ‘You get on home. We’ll do what’s necessary here. Budge will go up in the ore-sling.’


Ben nodded numbly.


‘We’ll take him on to the chapel from there. I’d be obliged if you would take it on yourself to tell Jenny. You – or Jesse.’ Jesse was Ben’s wife. ‘I needn’t tell you how sorry I am, Ben. He was a well-liked lad.’


‘There’s little comfort in that for poor Jenny.’


Ben Retallick began the climb to the surface once more. At the fifty-fathom level Josh joined him and they completed the climb in silence.


There was a chill east wind blowing on the moor. Normally Ben would have shivered and hurried along the path to his cottage when the breath had returned to him. Tonight there was no speed in his legs. The small group of miners clustered around the top of the shaft murmured their sympathy, but that was all. They saved their questions for those who came to the surface behind him.


It was early March and quite dark as they took the path that wound over the shoulder of the tor towards the small cluster of slate and granite cottages huddled against the wind in a shallow depression on the east-facing slope. As they walked they could hear the heavy hollow thudding of the great pumping engine at the Wheal Phoenix in the valley beyond the cottages. Once, there was a red glow which flared up behind church-like windows as one of the furnace doors was swung open.


‘How … how do you think it happened?’ Josh asked, speaking for the first time since they had both stood by the shattered body in the shaft.


‘I expect Budge was in a hurry. Probably trod on a loose rung. It’s an easy thing to do. I’ve seen it happen too often.’


‘But why to Budge?’


He had to make it sound fierce or his voice would have betrayed him.


‘I don’t know the answer to that.’ Ben put an understanding arm across his son’s shoulders. ‘Why do so many men die in the mines? You’re the one getting the schooling. Think of some way to save miners’ lives and you’ll be blessed by every mother and wife in Cornwall.’


He stopped talking as they heard the sound of someone running and stumbling along the path towards them. The footsteps were too light to belong to a man.


‘Who’s there?’ Ben called.


‘Ben! Is that you?’


‘Jesse! What are you doing out here?’


‘Oh, Ben! Thank God you’re safe! Thank God!’ She clung to him, shaking violently. ‘They told me there’d been an accident. That you’d fallen.’ She buried her face in his rough shirt, grasping the material tight with her fingers.


‘Who told you that?’ Ben put his hand beneath her chin and lifted her head.


‘Moses Trago. I left everything and ran. Your dinner! It will be ruined.’


‘Moses Trago is quicker to carry bad news than to offer help.’ Ben Retallick was angry. Moses Trago must have heard his name being called and assumed that it was he who had fallen.


‘Then there was an accident. What happened? Was anyone hurt?’


‘It was Budge, Mum.’


Ben felt Jesse stiffen in his arms as Josh spoke. ‘He fell from the ladder.’


‘He’s dead, then.’ It was a statement of fact rather than a question.


‘Yes,’ said Ben gently. ‘Jenny hasn’t been told yet. I was going to see her myself but it might be better if you did it.’


Jesse was silent for so long that Ben thought she might not feel capable of breaking the news to Budge’s wife. Then she burst out, ‘Why? Why did it have to happen to Budge? The two of them had found so much happiness together. Oh! Poor Budge! Poor Jenny!’


‘It was an accident, Jesse. They happen.’


‘It’s that damned mine. Worn ladders, frayed ropes …!’


‘Enough now, Jesse. It gives us our living.’


‘Try to tell that to Budge – God rest his soul.’ She sobbed once. A long uneven breath. But she slipped from Ben’s arms when he tried to comfort her.


‘I’ll go to Jenny now. Before she hears the news from someone else.’ She paused alongside Josh. ‘If you ever become a miner, Joshua Retallick, I’ll never forgive you.’


She moved away along the path, and her voice came to them from the darkness.


‘Ben?’


‘Yes?’


‘I’m not forgetting to thank God it wasn’t you.’


As she hurried away Ben said, ‘One day you’ll be looking for a wife, Josh. If you find one who is half the woman your mother is you’ll be a lucky man.’


His own parents would have disputed that when he first told them he was going to marry her. They were staunch Methodists and had brought Ben up in the same faith. Jesse shared the same religion – up to a certain point. But she possessed an impetuosity, a disconcerting habit of saying exactly what she thought when the thought came to her. It was not kindly accepted by her elders. It did not happen so often now; the years had mellowed her. But once in a while she would say, or do, something to remind Ben of the girl she had been when he married her. Wilful and stubborn his parents may have thought her, but Ben loved her for it and had never sought to change her.


In the kitchen of the small granite cottage Josh swung the cooking-pot off the fire while Ben eased his boots off. Small, but spotless, the kitchen served as dining- and living-room. There was one other downstairs room where all the ‘best’ possessions were housed. It was kept for special occasions and the formal visits of people outside their immediate circle of friends.


Josh ladled stew into two bowls, and they sat at the table eating in silence. Josh was thinking of having more when the door banged open and Jesse Retallick bundled inside a thin pale girl who looked hardly old enough to be the mother of the kicking, wailing infant she clutched to her. Jesse kept an arm about Jenny and took her straight through into the ‘best’ room.


A minute later she was back in the doorway. ‘Josh. Upstairs and move your things into our room. Make yourself up a bed on the floor. Jenny will be moving into yours. Ben, bring some fire into the other room.’


She went back to look after Jenny, and two chairs scraped back as Ben and Josh moved to carry out Jesse’s orders.


As Ben was filling a bucket with live coals from the kitchen stove, Jesse came back into the room and deposited a pile of baby-clothes on a chair.


‘Hurry and get in there with her, Ben,’ she said. ‘She hasn’t started crying yet. When it comes it will be all the worse for the waiting.’


When Ben took the coals in, Jenny was seated on the faded horse-hair sofa that had been a wedding-present from his father. Dry-eyed and taut, she was not even aware of his presence and continued to stare vacantly in front of her.


He poured the coals into the fire-place and piled wood on top of it before standing up and looking down at the pathetic young window. He wanted to say something to her, give her some words of comfort; but she was as cold as rock, totally withdrawn from the world of the living.


‘Is that fire going?’ Jesse swept into the room and, picking up the baby, placed her on the floor in the corner of the room. ‘Leave us now, Ben.’ She moved to the sofa where Jenny was sitting unseeing. With a last pained look at the girl, Ben returned to the kitchen.


Josh made his bed – an untidy heap in a corner of his parents’ bedroom – and climbed into it, pulling the blanket up to his chin. He was lying there, his face turned away from the door, when his father came into the darkened room. Ben saw the glitter of tears on his cheek.


He said nothing but walked to the window and looked down into the valley where Henwood village lay. There was light shining from the large windows of the chapel, and he guessed the body of Budge Pearn had arrived there.


Then he heard the sound from the room downstairs. It startled him before he realised fully what it was. Starting as a low moan it quickly swelled and expanded until it burst out as a sob. Then Jenny began crying noisily. Painful as it was to listen to, Ben yet felt a sense of relief. Now Jenny was a young girl who had lost her man. A widow with a small child. Someone with whom to feel sympathy and for Jesse to comfort. Before, she had been unapproachable, locked away in a place where no other human could join her or share her pain.


Ben went downstairs, put on his boots and coat, and let himself out of the house to walk to the village.


Despite the darkness and the chill east wind a great many villagers were gathered about the entrance to the chapel. The insularity of the small moorland communities had been changed by the influx of miners from other parts of Cornwall – and even from beyond the Tamar. But a fatal accident, like any other deviation from the norm of everyday life, was an event to be shared by all.


There were enquiries from all sides about Jenny as Ben strode to the chapel door. Some stemmed from mere curiosity, but most from genuine concern for her. The women in the crowd knew that tomorrow, or the next day, it might be their turn. The mines were notorious widow-makers. Accidents were all too frequent. Even when a man thought he had won, and gave up the life of a miner, he discovered that the mine had passed on a fatal legacy to him. He had spent years toiling in air sometimes so foul it would scarcely support life, breathing in dust for the whole of a shift. Then the sudden change of temperature at the end of a shift when his labouring lungs exchanged the heat of the mine for the chill of a winter night. They all took their toll of him. Few ex-miners survived to spin yarns of their exploits to their grandchildren.


The inside of the small chapel was clean and starkly bereft of ostentation. Ben was surprised to see the preacher inside, distributing hymn- and prayer-books thinly along the benches.


The Reverend Wrightwick Roberts was not a resident preacher. He rode the North Hill Methodist circuit. Methodism was still a young religion, dependent entirely upon the Sunday collections for its income. Only the larger mining communities like St Cleer, where Josh went for his lessons, could afford to support a resident preacher.


The North Hill circuit minister was himself an ex-miner and his shoulders were almost as broad as Moses Trago’s, but when he spoke his voice was strangely soft coming from such a big man.


‘It’s a night for grieving, Ben. The Lord’s ways are beyond the understanding of mortals.’ He nodded towards a closed door at the far end of the chapel. ‘Budge is through there. Mary Crabbe is with him.’


Mary Crabbe had been taking charge of births and deaths in the district since before Ben was born. He nodded his acknowledgement. ‘It’s been a sad day, Wrightwick.’


The preacher doled out the last of the prayer-books. ‘Every mine accident brings sadness to someone. How is Jenny taking it?’


Ben sat down on the end of a bench. ‘Hard. But Jesse is looking after her.’ He suddenly felt old, and the preacher saw it in the sag of his shoulders. ‘Josh is taking it badly too. They were like brothers.’


‘And you, Ben?’ The preacher asked the question softly. Ben and Jesse had looked upon Budge Pearn as another son.


‘Yes, and me.’ It was as much as he would ever say on the subject and more than any other man would hear from him.


‘You’ll see to things, Wrightwick? Take the service for him? I’ll be paying.’


‘And what about the men on the mine? Don’t they collect for such happenings?’


‘Sharptor isn’t the Caradon – or even Wheal Phoenix. We are still small. I want whatever is collected to go to Jenny. It won’t be much. A few guineas aren’t going to go far with a baby to feed and clothe.’


‘Then what about Theophilus Strike? Won’t he give anything?’


Ben managed a faint smile. ‘That sounded like young Preacher Thackeray talking. Theophilus Strike pays wages, Wrightwick. Jenny will collect whatever was due to Budge – and a guinea or two besides.’


Wrightwick Roberts frowned at the mention of William Thackeray. The fiery young St Cleer preacher was fast establishing a reputation as a miners’ champion, and the younger men flocked to hear his sermons on Sundays, packing the large St Cleer chapel to capacity.


‘Why do you let Josh stay at Thackeray’s school, Ben? He’s not a good influence.’


Ben shrugged. ‘His lessons are cheap – and good. Josh has learned to read the Bible and can work out sums that leave me with my jaw hanging. Is that bad, Wrightwick?’


‘No. But that isn’t what I am talking about. Thackeray teaches things that you won’t find in any schoolbook. He feeds his ideas to young miners who know no better. Telling them to band into a “union” and demand more money is dangerous talk, Ben. It shouldn’t come from a man who serves God.’


‘All I’ve heard is rumours. None of them from Josh,’ said Ben, standing up. ‘But I do know the boy is learning things I would dearly love to have been taught. I am grateful to Preacher Thackeray for that. Josh will have a chance in life, Wrightwick. He won’t have to go down a mine because he knows nothing else. And he won’t end up on a table in your chapel with Mary Crabbe straightening his broken limbs.’


He stopped and drew a deep breath. ‘I’ll be away now before I say more than I should.’


‘We’ve been friends too long for me to take offence,’ said the preacher. ‘And I’ll walk up with you. I’d like to see Jenny.’


He held open the door and followed Ben outside. There were only a few of the older women still waiting and they bobbed their heads at the preacher.


The two men walked side by side along the street and on to the twin-rutted track that climbed towards the mine, passing close to the Retallick cottage.


Ben’s tiredness was telling on him now, and the preacher slowed his pace to stay with him.


‘How many years have you been mining now, Ben?’


‘Most of my life, it seems. I’ve been underground since I was ten.’


‘It’s the underground part that takes it out of a man,’ said Wrightwick Roberts. ‘Don’t you think it’s time you thought about a surface job?’


Ben snorted. ‘For what? A woman’s pay?’


Wrightwick Roberts knew better than to pursue the matter. For Ben to give up working below ground would be an admission of defeat, an acknowledgement that he was too old to beat the ladders. But it was always the ladders that scored the final victory.


‘How about an engine? Is the Sharptor going to get one?’


‘I don’t know. Only Strike can answer that. If it means spending money the answer is “No”. Besides, we won’t need one for a year or two.’


‘What’s money got to do with it? With the mine and its shop Theophilus Strike is making more money than he knows how to spend.’


‘Likely you’re right,’ replied Ben. ‘I wouldn’t know.’ They had arrived at the cottage. Ben opened the door, and both men went inside.


‘How is she?’ asked Wrightwick Roberts as Ben sat down gratefully.


Jesse had been bustling about the kitchen when they arrived and she said, ‘As well as any woman who has just lost her man. And when she begins to get over it she’ll begin to worry about the future for herself and the baby. She’s no home because the cottage belongs to the mine and she’s no family to turn to.’


‘She has us,’ said Ben. ‘She can move in here. I hope you didn’t wait to hear it from me to tell her.’


‘No, I didn’t. But it’s nice to hear you say it.’


Wrightwick Roberts left the kitchen, and as Ben leaned back in his chair, relaxing a little, an unintelligible murmur started up in the other downstairs room.


‘It will be strange having a baby about the house again.’


‘Budge would be happy to know we are looking after the pair of them,’ said Jesse. There was a break in her voice. Ben reached across to where she was standing by the table and took her hand.


The inquest on Budge Pearn was a brief perfunctory affair. It was held in the chapel, and the coroner was feeling the cold. It was his second inquest into the death of a miner that day and there were two more that afternoon.


He was experienced in dealing with mine fatalities, the previous year having supplied him with seventy-four – twenty-two of them the result of a single disaster.


Such fatalities were no longer of interest to even the most morbid, and the newspapers gave them only a passing paragraph. This being so, the coroner wasted no time in accepting the facts as they were presented to him. He recorded a verdict that one Budge Pearn, miner, had met with an accidental death whilst leaving his place of employment, namely the Wheal Sharptor. Then, there being no local gentry in the mining village of Henwood, the coroner immediately set off in his trap to lunch at Linkinhorne vicarage.


Budge Pearn was buried that same afternoon, on a day as grey as the occasion. The persistent easterly wind helped tears flow the more easily for the women and made casual mourners restless to return to their firesides.


But Wrightwick Roberts was not a preacher to cut corners at a man’s funeral. Budge Pearn went on his way to the hereafter with as good a reference as any man could receive. In the same sermon the preacher damned a mine that allowed a man to fall to his death and then failed to send a representative to his funeral.


In all fairness, Theophilus Strike had delegated someone. His senior mine captain had been told to go, but Herman Schmidt could think of better ways to spend an afternoon than standing on a windswept hillside, listening to a sermon in a language he barely understood in praise of one of the workers he regarded as little better than animals.


Instead, Schmidt was shut inside his house in the nearby town of Liskeard. He was already in a state of alcoholic stupor. He was in the habit of spending much less time at the Wheal Sharptor than Theophilus Strike was aware of, but Schmidt’s knowledge of mining had been learned with a Germanic thoroughness.


There was little that any man in Cornwall could tell him about copper-mining.


Once a week Herman Schmidt carried out a full inspection of the mine, and it was a day the miners had come to dread. If he found the slightest thing that was not to his liking, there would be miners seeking work elsewhere on the following day. There was very little that escaped his attention and, if his hangover was worse than usual, he was quite capable of inventing a reason for dismissing a man.


From his weekly visit the mine captain was able to compile his reports and direct the operations that kept Wheal Sharptor a profit-making mine.


Captain Herman Schmidt was a brilliant mine captain. He was also a foreigner, an atheist and a drunkard. The miners of Wheal Sharptor hated him.




Chapter Two
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‘Very well done, Josh. Your reading is greatly improved. Keep it up.’


Josh looked down in embarrassed pleasure at the book from which he had just finished reading. The Reverend William Thackeray was not given to handing out unearned praise to his pupils. They were all, like Josh, the sons of miners – each of them eager to learn, grateful for the opportunity of receiving the education denied to their fathers.


Starting these classes had been one of the first tasks William Thackeray had set himself upon taking up his appointment at St Cleer. A slight, stooped, consumptive-looking figure, he had accepted many years before that he was no physical match for his fellow-men. So he had chosen words as weapons to fight his way through life. Then he had discovered the Lord and recognised in him an unending source of ammunition. Sent to Cornwall, he saw the abject poverty so many miners lived in, the appalling rigours of work below ground. It was inevitable that he should become a social reformer. With his power of oratory he quickly earned the enmity of the mine-owners and ‘adventurers’ – those who held shares in the mines. He cared little for any of them. His sermons drew men to the chapel. Once inside, William Thackeray made sure that some of the Lord’s teachings got through to them. He had also followed the fortunes of the ‘Chartists’ with considerable interest. Preacher Thackeray advocated the formation of a ‘union’ of miners in Cornwall to pursue the same quarry – the betterment of the working miner.


He spoke to Josh again. ‘Yes, young man, you have it in you to become as educated as anyone in these parts.’


He suddenly stopped and jabbed a long sensitive finger at the air an inch from Josh’s nose. ‘But that is only the beginning. The important thing is what are you going to do with that education?’


The question and the finger took Josh by surprise. ‘I don’t know, sir – but I’m not going to be a miner.’


The menacing finger was lowered. ‘I am pleased to hear that.’ The preacher glowered around the room. ‘How about the rest of you?’


He began pacing the width of the room in front of the class with short jerky steps. ‘You are all the sons of enlightened men. Miners who started their life without the benefit of any education whatsoever, but who are determined their sons will be better equipped to go out and earn their livings. You will not have to go underground to support a family simply because you are unable to do anything else. Never forget that you owe it to your fathers to make something of your lives. You owe it to me. To yourselves. And you owe it to God! Never forget to thank him for giving you a preacher who is also a teacher. But the best way for you to show your gratitude is to take full advantage of your education.’


He stopped in front of Josh once more. ‘Now, I will ask you once again. What will you do when your education is completed?’


‘Well … I think I would like to be an engineer.’


William Thackeray’s eyebrows rose an inch. ‘An admirable ambition. Does any other boy know what he would like to be?’


The hands rose hesitantly and sporadically.


‘H’m! We seem beset by uncertainty.’


He thumped the table in front of Josh with his fist, making him jump again. ‘But to become anything worth while in this world you must work and work and work!’ The words were emphasised with his fist, and at each thump Josh blinked involuntarily.


William Thackeray’s eyes were aglow with the fires of enthusiasm. ‘If a half – no, only a quarter – of those who raised their hands became teachers and educated the sons of working men, I would fall on my knees and thank the Lord for bringing success to my mission.’


He looked around the room at the tousle-headed ragged boys, and the fire dulled. ‘But, for all my teaching, I have no doubt most of you will waste your knowledge – using it to count barrow-loads of ore, or perhaps to work out the percentage of copper to the ton.’


He shrugged. ‘At least you won’t be cheated by a dishonest mine captain. All right, boys, school is over for today. I will see you at the same time tomorrow – Wait!’


The sudden noise died away again as the twenty-two boys in the class closed their eyes and stood with bowed heads.


‘Lord, may the wisdom and learning I have attempted to instil into these boys be used always to the glory of Thy name and the benefit of those who, though created in Thy image, have dug deep into the good earth Thou gavest to us and moved closer to the Devil and his evil ways. For the sake of Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.’


There was a mumbled ‘Amen’ in answer to his prayer, the briefest of pauses, and then a flood of boys surged out through the door. Leaving William Thackeray alone in the room with his thoughts.


The track wandered aimlessly in the general direction of Sharptor, skirting the Caradon mines and dipping down to where the great shaft of the Wheal Phoenix yawned deep in the shadowed valley. Josh ignored the track and went straight across country. Avoiding the few walled fields, cleared of gorse and fern by forgotten generations of farmers, he toiled up on to the high lonely moor.


This was the place that Josh loved above all others. It was a vast landscape of sweeping emptiness, uncompromising in its seasonal moods. The stunted bushes, bowing to the east, were evidence of the prevailing winds of winter. Now the gorse was a tangle of yellow blossom. Here and there a lacework of streams left the turf soft and sponge-like underfoot. The whole tangled moor was criss-crossed with the tracks of centuries of badgers and foxes. Above it all, blunt-winged buzzards circled remorselessly in search of their live prey.


That was how Josh saw the moor today. With the scattered houses, mines and creaking ore-wagons out of sight he could think, create his own future. He wondered what life was like away from the mining community, beyond the valley of the Tamar, further even than the dark highlands of Dartmoor dominating the horizon twenty miles to the east.


He had told Preacher Thackeray he wanted to be an engineer. In truth, he knew little about mechanical things. He had looked at the engines in the Caradon and Phoenix mines and had been very impressed by their size and noise, and the power of the hissing steam, but he knew nothing of their workings. He decided he would find out.


Josh was on the high moor proper now. He skirted the roofless ivy-clad engine-house and gaping shaft of a mine abandoned a few decades before owing to insurmountable drainage problems.


He paused to watch the aerobatics of a buzzard which had strayed into the territory of a pair of crows. The large black birds were working as a fighting team. While one harassed from close range, the second bird climbed high above them, dropping into the battle area with wings closed in a vain attempt to decide the issue. The buzzard, sure in the knowledge of its superiority, continued unhurriedly on its course. Only occasionally did it take a positive stand. It would roll on to its back to meet the threat from above with outstretched talons, capable of bringing the battle to an end with one ripping blow. Then it was the turn of the crows to take hurried evasive action. Courageous they were, but they knew the limited extent of their harassment.


Josh liked to see the buzzards. They enjoyed complete freedom of the great moor. A freedom he would dearly love to possess. But, except for the long summer evenings and occasions like this, there was little time for exploring. In the morning he worked at the mine, dressing the ore at the surface with the women and other children. In the afternoon he attended the school at St Cleer. Most evenings he would help with the household chores before settling down to more schoolwork, often working by the light of a tallow candle until bedtime.


The evening schooling had become more difficult since Jenny and the baby had come to live with them. He found the noise from the kitchen distracting wherever he was in the house. Usually he worked in the bedroom he now shared with his parents, but baby Gwen was put down to sleep in the next room. She had begun to cut her first teeth and cried a lot.


Josh could see the small group of cottages well down on the slope from the moor. Another ten minutes and he would be home. But first he had to pass the Tragos’ home – and Morwen Trago was sitting astride a long rounded boulder outside the entrance.


The Tragos were a strange brooding family and their house very much in keeping with their image. It was comprised of a number of gigantic slabs of rock. Those for the front and side walls were laid upon their edge with three more balancing on them to form the roof. The rear of the roof, together with the back wall, was buried in the hillside. The doorway was a crevice between the rocks with an odd-shaped wooden frame surrounding a door seven feet high and designed to fit the space. Here lived Moses Trago and his wife and children, together with his unmarried brother John.


The ‘house’ had not been built by the Tragos. Some of the older inhabitants of Henwood could remember when Moses Trago’s father had moved into it. Superstition had it that it had once been a burial-place for the ‘old men’ whose shallow diggings scarred the moor.


Morwen Trago was the eldest son of Moses. He was almost two years older than Josh. Sliding from the rock, he took up a position straddle-legged across the path in front of him.


Josh approached him warily, stopping when he was still ten feet away.


‘What do you want, Morwen?’


‘What do I want?’ The bigger boy feigned surprise. ‘I live here, Josh Retallick. There’s nothing that says I can’t stand outside my own home if I want to.’


‘Then you’ll let me past?’ Josh’s face felt taut.


‘Of course I will – once I’ve seen what you have in that bag.’


Josh’s grip on his canvas schoolbag tightened. ‘It’s only school-books. They belong to Preacher Thackeray.’


‘Do they, now? A preacher’s books! Preachers ought to look after their own books. Not use them to stop other folks from working. Religious nonsense, that’s what books are.’


Morwen was echoing his father’s words. They had been accompanied by a stinging cuff on his ear when Morwen had asked him whether he could take reading lessons with Preacher Thackeray. That had been when Morwen was working on the surface with Josh and some of the other boys. Since then Moses had found work underground for his son. Morwen was on the morning shift at the Wheal Phoenix where Moses and John now worked.


‘Books are only nonsense if you can’t read them,’ Josh retorted. ‘And they are staying in my bag.’


‘We’ll see about that …’


Morwen began to advance towards Josh along the path. He stopped when Josh stooped and picked up a broken piece of granite weighing about two pounds.


Morwen Trago looked at Josh standing with the piece of stone in his hand and weighed up his chances of tackling him. Just when it seemed he might ignore the odds, a barefoot girl with tangled long black hair and wearing a tattered dress ran between them.


‘Stop it, you two! Josh, put down that stone.’


‘No. Not until I’m past Morwen.’


She turned to the other boy. ‘Let him go, Morwen. You’re older than he is. Ma wouldn’t like it if I told her you were bullying.’


Miriam Trago was the same age as Josh, but her shrill young voice carried the air of authority that came with being her father’s favourite.


‘He won’t stop me,’ said Josh defiantly. ‘If he tries, I’ll hit him with this.’ He raised the hand holding the stone.


Morwen Trago looked from his sister to Josh. With a scornful shrug of his shoulders, he said, ‘Keep your books. Only cissies and preachers read books.’ He turned away and strolled towards the rock house.


Josh dropped the stone to the ground and mumbled, ‘Thank you, Miriam – though he wouldn’t have stopped me.’


‘I don’t care about that. I didn’t want to see Morwen’s head split open. That’s all.’


With a look almost as scornful as her brother’s she too turned away and walked towards her home.


‘That’s not true, Miriam Trago.’ Josh called after her. ‘You stopped us from fighting because you thought I might get hurt. You can’t help being a Trago. You just don’t want people to think you’re nice, that’s all.’


Miriam swung round to face him and glared for perhaps five seconds. Then she bent down, took hold of the bottom of her ragged dress and raised her hands above her head.


She was wearing nothing beneath it.


Josh’s face went scarlet. He turned and fled down the path with Miriam’s derisive laughter chasing him most of the way. Miriam Trago was as wild and untamed as the moor itself.




Chapter Three
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The wet cold days soon gave way to warmer ones as the spring advanced into summer. The seasons of the year made little difference to the miners. Below the ground it was hot and wet the whole year round. But it did mean that when they climbed to the top of the ladders at the end of a shift they sucked in warm air. Consequently fewer of them contracted pneumonia.


For Josh, the longer days meant he was able to spend more time on the moor. Far more than he had in previous years. He rarely came home from the chapel school by the same path and, as the evenings stretched out, so did his walks. He avoided the Trago home as much as possible, but would often see Miriam in the distance. If she were close enough to recognise him, she would wave. He ignored her greetings. Miriam had wandered the moors from her earliest days and knew the whole wild area better than any man, woman or child. She worked a full day shift with her mother on the grading-floor at the Wheal Phoenix, but her evenings were spent out on the moor. There she felt free – free from her home environment, and free from the disapproving looks of the women in the village, who frowned at her bare feet and her lack of meekness and modesty.


Although Josh and Miriam would occasionally see each other on the moor, the next encounter between the Trago and Retallick families occurred at a more senior level. It was a brief and violent meeting.


The Sunday evening was warm and pleasant. Ben, Jesse and Josh, a few paces ahead of Tom Shovell, Jenny and baby Gwen, took a slow walk homewards from Henwood chapel. Along the way they occasionally paused to chat to other miners and their families who were also making the most of an opportunity to feel the sun on their faces.


At the edge of the village the Reverend Wrightwick Roberts caught up with them. His perspiration was as much the result of a fiery sermon as it was due to the weather.


Ben Retallick said as much.


‘It could be, Ben. It could be!’ The preacher mopped his face energetically. ‘But it’s the Lord’s work. I can’t put less into it than you put into digging out copper ore for Theophilus Strike.’


Ben smiled. ‘From the look of the collection we are digging copper for the Lord too, Wrightwick. There was no silver there.’


‘It’s a poor community, Ben.’ The preacher carefully folded his damp and lifeless handkerchief before tucking it away into a jacket pocket. ‘There is precious little money left over when a family has been fed these days.’


‘I’ll agree with that.’ Jesse was walking with Josh. ‘Unless something is done soon a month’s pay won’t buy a bag of flour.’


The two men nodded their agreement. ‘It’s a bad law that prevents corn from entering the country then sends half our own corn elsewhere,’ said Ben bitterly. ‘Unless Parliament does something we’ll see the troubles of twenty years ago with us again.’


‘We don’t need any troops in Cornwall,’ said the preacher.


Josh, his imagination fired at the thought of seeing mounted and uniformed troops riding into the village, moved closer to hear their talk.


‘Parliament’s never been slow to send in troops against the Cornish, Ben. You must know that.’


‘But we’ve got a young queen on the throne now. She won’t want to start her reign by spilling the blood of her own people.’


‘She’s only a girl,’ replied the preacher. ‘She will do what her advisers tell her. But we’ll need the Lord’s help if ever troops are sent in. We’ve got a hundred thousand miners, and hotheads aplenty to rouse them. There are even some of the Lord’s servants who use His house for such unholy work.’


He looked accusingly at Ben. ‘By sending Josh to learn from Thackeray you give him support, Ben. Don’t you worry that Josh might get mixed up in the politics of his teacher?’


Ben shrugged. ‘Let Thackeray preach what he wishes to men. He teaches schooling to children. It’s thanks to him that Josh is able to read the Bible to us on a Sunday evening.’


Wrightwick Roberts chose to make no reply.


They reached a steep part of the track and, taking baby Gwen from Jenny, Tom Shovell tucked the infant into the crook of one arm. He made light work of the gradient, despite the extra pounds that Gwen had put on in recent weeks. In sharp contrast, Jenny had wasted away since Budge’s tragic death. She was thin to the point of frailness, and her skin had developed a translucent paleness that attracted attention wherever she went. She had been a pretty girl before. Grief had changed her into a woman possessed of an unusual haunting beauty.


When they arrived at the cottage, Ben, Jesse and Jenny went inside with the baby. Josh stayed outside with the preacher, who was talking to Tom Shovell.


They had not been there for many minutes when a bellow from the direction of the higher moor brought their conversation to an abrupt halt. They turned to see Kate Trago, the wife of Moses Trago, running wildly towards them. Her long hair streamed behind her and the left half of her dress was ripped to the waist, exposing a distended and emaciated breast flapping pendulously as she ran.


Fifty yards behind her Moses Trago lurched around a turn in the path, running unsteadily with a wide-legged gait.


Kate Trago stumbled and fell in front of the startled group. As Wrightwick Roberts went to help her she heaved herself up from the ground. They saw that one eye was swollen with an ugly graze beneath it.


Taking the preacher’s arm, she pulled him towards the house. She signalled the others to come with quick movements of her free hand.


‘Hurry! Get into the house,’ she pleaded. ‘Moses is mad drunk. Get inside or he’ll kill me – and you!’


The preacher freed his arm. ‘Take her into the cottage and you go with them, Josh.’


‘Let me try to reason with him,’ said Tom Shovell. ‘I know him, Wrightwick. He’ll listen to me.’


‘He won’t listen to anyone in his state. Get everyone inside. Quickly!’


The door banged at his back as the preacher turned to face the drunken miner.


Moses slipped on the same patch of mud as his wife, but steadied himself palm downwards on the path.


‘Get out of my way. I want my wife.’ Moses Trago’s eyes were as unsteady as his voice.


‘Go home and sleep it off, Moses.’ The preacher’s voice was pitched low and coaxing.


‘I said I want my wife!’


‘Leave her be. She’s inside talking to Jesse Retallick.’


‘I don’t care who she’s talking to. She’s a lazy idle slut. No, she’s worse than that. She’s a thief. A thief!’


Moses lurched forward. He stopped so close that Wrightwick Roberts winced at the gin fumes the drunken miner belched into his face as he spoke.


‘You know what she did? Do you want to know what that bloody woman did?’


Wrightwick Roberts avoided the thick dirty finger waving only inches from his nose.


‘I’ll tell you what she did.’ He screwed his mouth up and blinked stupidly. ‘I’ll tell you what she did. She took money from my pocket. That’s what she did. Took it when she thought I was asleep. What do you think of that, Preacher Wrightwick-bloody-Roberts?’


‘I expect she had need of it.’ The preacher’s voice was calm and even, though Moses had thrust his face to within inches of his own. The sickly smell of the cheap alcohol made the teetotal Methodist preacher feel like retching.


‘You expect she had need of it?’ The miner’s unshaven upper lip curled back in a sneer. ‘I’ll tell you what she has need of. I don’t have to go to chapel to learn how to run my life. I’ll do it my way. So will she!’


He lunged towards the door, but Wrightwick Roberts was too quick for him. He stooped under the other man’s arm and, as Moses fumbled for the latch, put his shoulder beneath his armpit and heaved. Moses Trago took eight or nine uncontrolled backward paces on his heels before crashing to the ground.


Rolling over quickly he looked up at the preacher, sheer rage sobering him momentarily. ‘I’ll kill you for that!’


He came up from the ground with unexpected speed. Quick as he was, someone else was faster. The door behind the preacher was jerked open, and he was thrust aside as Ben Retallick took the headlong rush of Moses Trago with outstretched arms, closing them around the drunken miner as the two men came together. Finding his arms pinned to his sides, Moses Trago opened his mouth to roar. Ben Retallick’s muscles strained and he cut off the sound.


Moses Trago was no stranger to fighting and he was not to be overwhelmed so easily. In an effort to break the other man’s grip he staggered around until he tripped on a stone. Both men fell heavily to the ground.


Ben Retallick fell awkwardly, and his grip slackened for an instant. It was enough. Flinging his wide shoulders back, Moses Trago broke the encircling grip and scrambled to his feet.


Ben was still on his knees when Moses Trago’s boot took him on the shoulder and knocked him rolling down again. The kick had been aimed at his head, but drink and exertion had taken their toll on the burly miner’s faculties. It was fortunate for Ben. Had the viciously swung boot connected with its target he would not have risen again. Moses Trago moved quickly around him as he tried to rise, kicking him in the ribs, in the kidneys, aiming for his head. It was one of Moses Trago’s wilder kicks that proved his undoing. It missed completely. Ben was quick enough to grasp the foot and with a twist and a heave he sent Moses Trago crashing to the ground once more.


Ben Retallick was on his feet in an instant. As his opponent began to rise he crashed a rock-hard fist against his temple. The miner fell face first on to the earth. It must have been a purely reflex stupidity which brought him half on to his feet again. This time Ben’s punch swung up into Moses Trago’s face. The force of it straightened him up before he dropped backwards to lie prostrate with arms flung wide.


‘Now there’s as fine a punch as ever I have seen,’ said Wrightwick Roberts in admiration. ‘It would have felled a bullock.’


‘It needed to,’ replied Ben, rubbing his knuckles. ‘Moses Trago is a powerful man. But a man always fights harder on his own ground.’


He kneeled down beside the unconscious man. ‘Bring some water, Wrightwick. It worries me to see him lying here like this.’ He put an ear against Moses Trago’s chest and looked relieved. ‘His heart is going like a stamp-hammer. There’s little enough wrong with him.’


Jesse came out of the house with a bucket of water and unceremoniously flung the contents over Moses Trago’s face.


‘There’s no need for you to stand around here as though Ben had done something wonderful, Wrightwick Roberts,’ she said. ‘So you can take that unholy grin from your face. I don’t approve of a man fighting in front of his family. On a Sunday too.’


Wrightwick Roberts’ jaw dropped. ‘He did it to protect his family,’ he protested. ‘If Moses had got into the house he would have smashed it up; he was fighting drunk. You should be thankful that the Lord was on Ben’s side!’


‘Ben has never needed anyone on his side when it came to fighting,’ Jesse said, her jaw thrust out. ‘You should remember that, Wrightwick. You knew him before we were married.’


This was all new to Josh. He looked at his father with new admiration.


‘Anyway, a man protecting his family is one thing. There’s no need for him to look as though he enjoyed it.’


Her words were harder than the look she gave her husband before she went back inside the house.


It took three more bucketfuls of water to make Moses Trago stir. It was like watching a young child wakening from a deep sleep. He twitched, shuddered, rolled his head from side to side and then slowly sat up. The last movement was almost too much for his abused body. It sent a protest via every nerve to the brain. Moses Trago clutched his head between his hands and let out a loud groan.


‘You may think you are suffering now, Moses. One day you’ll have to answer to the Lord for your misdeeds. This drubbing will be as a gentle tap on the hand compared with what will happen to you on that day.’


Moses Trago’s reply was an expressive oath accompanied by another groan.


‘If I hear any more of that sort of language from you, I’ll forget I am a preacher and do the Lord’s work for him …’


Moses Trago got unsteadily to his feet. He stood swaying and glaring at Wrightwick Roberts, Ben Retallick and Tom Shovell.


‘I won’t be forgetting this day in a hurry,’ he said. ‘You’ll live to regret it, Ben Retallick. So will you, Preacher.’ He raised his voice to be sure it carried into the house. ‘You can tell that woman of mine if she dares show her face inside my home I’ll break every bone in her body.’


He turned and staggered away along the path towards the high moor. Only Josh saw a small tangle-haired figure in a torn dress slip from the bushes on the far side of the house and vanish into the ferns on the hillside.


‘You’d best be careful of him, Ben,’ said the shift captain. ‘Moses is a dangerous man. He cares little for the standards other men set for themselves.’


‘Tom is right. You keep clear of him or he’ll do you a mischief.’


Kate Trago had come from the house peering painfully through her one good eye. The swelling about the other had caused it to close completely.


‘I’ll not upset Moses. Neither will I go out of my way to avoid him,’ declared Ben. ‘He’ll be all right when he sobers up. We were boys together, Kate. I know Moses Trago as well as any man.’


‘No!’ Kate Trago shook her head. ‘Moses is not the man you once knew, Ben Retallick. He’s changed. In the last few years he’s changed. Oh, I know he’s always been a rough man with his fighting and drinking; but there’s more to it now. He’s turned sour inside. He believes he’s owed something. He’ll never get it because he doesn’t even know what it is! It’s money and yet more than money. He envies you more than anyone else, Ben. You’ve got all the things that Moses hasn’t. Respect. A house. You’re part of something that we don’t belong to. I know it must sound stupid but he really hates you for being something that he’s scorned to be all his life.’


She stopped talking abruptly and there was an uncomfortable silence.


‘I’ve said far too much. Take heed of it and I’ll have thanked you for helping me. I must go now.’


‘You can’t go yet!’ Ben Retallick protested. ‘Moses is still raving drunk. He’ll kill you if you go near him.’


‘He won’t.’ She shook her head. ‘He’ll go home, stumble on to his bed just as he is and sleep until morn. Then he’ll get up and go to the mine. That’s all there is in his life. Drink, sleep and work. But he won’t hurt me anymore.’ There was a gleam of a tear in her eye. ‘Besides, I’m his wife. I’ve got to go back to him.’


She started off up the path, pausing to call back, ‘Thank you again for your help. Thank you.’


She went on her way without looking back. In spite of her cheap and well-patched clothes there was something about her walk that was too proud for one in her station of life. Only Jesse Retallick might guess at her innermost thoughts and she could have wept for her.
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Three days after the fight Miriam Trago waylaid Josh on his way home from the St Cleer chapel school. She must have been watching for him from the top of the tor to have known which way he would come. She stepped out from the tall fern into his path when he was on the high flat moor, hidden from the cottages on the other side of the tor.


‘Hello.’ It was a casual greeting. As though the meeting were completely accidental.


‘Hello.’ Josh’s reply was more cautious. His small feud with Morwen Trago had exploded into something far more serious and violent now their fathers were involved, and he knew Miriam had seen the fight.


But Miriam had not sought him out to extend the feud.


‘Have you been to the chapel school?’ It was an unnecessary question. They both knew it.


‘Yes.’


‘What do you learn there?’


‘Oh, lots of things. Reading. Writing. Sums.’


‘Do you like it?’


He nodded his head. ‘Yes, I do.’


‘I wish I could learn to read and write. I’d like to know how to write my name.’


‘Why don’t you ask your dad to let you go?’


She shook her head. ‘I did ask him. He says there’s no need of such fancy ways for girls. They should get out and make money before they get married. Not waste time on such things. That’s what he said.’


The mention of Moses Trago brought about a long uncomfortable silence.


‘He’s not all bad, you know.’


‘Who?’ Josh was anxious to avert a clash with this naturally wild girl who was behaving in an uncharacteristically polite and quiet manner.


‘My dad. He’s not all bad.’


As she spoke she looked down at her dirty toes. Her bare feet had long been a subject of disapproval among the villagers of Henwood. They boasted that, no matter how poor they might be, there was not a child in the village who did not have boots for its feet. Had they voiced their disapproval to Miriam she would have been genuinely astounded. She enjoyed feeling the springy turf of the moor beneath her feet.


‘He drinks – but so do lots of miners. And he doesn’t hit me very often. When he does he’s always sorry afterwards.’


Josh said nothing.


‘He works hard. Even your dad says he’s a good worker.’


‘So he might be. But he gets very quarrelsome when he’s been drinking.’


Her head came up and her dark eyes clashed with his. He thought he ought to have maintained his silence. Then the challenge subsided.


‘That’s his way. He doesn’t mean anything by it.’ She touched the corner of one of the books that protruded from his canvas shoulder-bag. ‘What’s this?’


‘It’s a writing book.’


‘Writing? Show me. I want to see what your writing looks like.’


Josh hesitated. Despite Miriam’s excitement and apparent interest he was wary of her. She could be trying to trick him into something.


‘Please!’


‘All right.’ He extracted the book from the flat canvas bag with exaggerated carefulness. Flicking through the pages, he opened it to disclose a handwriting that was small and not too neat.


The untidiness meant nothing to Miriam; she was very impressed. ‘There’s such a lot of it. Did you write it all?’


He nodded, absurdly pleased at her praise. ‘There’s lots more. Almost a whole book full.’


She extended a long brown finger and gently touched the written words with the tip of it.


‘What does it say?’


He turned the book up the other way and began to read: ‘“He said unto him, the third time, Simon, son of Joseph, lovest thou me? He saith unto him, Yea Lord …”’ Josh read two pages before closing the book.


‘That was from the Bible,’ he said, embarrassed by the adulation on her face.


‘It was beautiful!’ Her expression was full of wonder. For the first time he noticed that she had very dark eyes, fringed by the longest eyelashes he had ever seen.


‘I wish I could read and write.’ There was no doubting her sincerity now.


‘It wouldn’t take you long if you took lessons.’


‘Could you write my name – Miriam?’


Josh nodded. ‘Yes.’


‘Then write it for me. Please, Josh! Write it for me.’


‘All right.’


He rummaged in his bag and came out with a scrap of paper. ‘I need something to rest this on.’


‘I know just the thing; it’s a flat rock.’ She took his hand and, full of excitement, pulled him after her as she left the path and plunged into the ferns and bushes.


‘It’s a secret place. Nobody but me knows of it.’ Miriam took him uphill, through patches of undergrowth where tall ferns touched Josh’s face and brushed coarse fingers through his hair while tangled brambles threatened to trip him.


When they reached an apparently impenetrable barrier of gorse, she released his hand and dropping to her knees signalled for him to do the same.


‘Follow me.’


She disappeared into a low gorse-tunnel. As he followed her a carpet of blunt gorse-needles attacked his knees and the palms of his hands.


The dark tunnel twisted and turned for twenty feet before he was out into sparkling sunlight once more. Thick gorse was all around, but here in its centre was a large flat rock. Two others leaning against one another formed a small triangular cave. When he stood up he could see the whole of the Phoenix valley through the thin top branches of one of the gorse-bushes, but it would have been impossible for anyone to see the two children from below.


‘Here, rest the book on this rock.’


She sat cross-legged on the granite, her skirt tucked between her legs, the thin thighs and calloused knees as brown as a gipsy’s.


Josh unslung his bag and taking out a book placed it on the rock. Then he smoothed out a piece of paper and laid it upon the book. Taking out a thick-leaded pencil, he knelt down beside the rock. Carefully and elaborately he wrote the letters, calling them aloud as he went.


‘M-I-R-I-A-M. Miriam. There you are!’


She had been watching him, hardly daring to breathe. Now she took the paper from him as though it was a magic formula for all the riches of the world.


‘This really is my name? It says “Miriam”?’


‘Yes.’ Her reaction was most satisfactory.


‘Can I keep it?’


‘Of course you can. It’s of no use to me.’


‘This is the first time I’ve ever seen my name written down. I’ll keep it for ever and always.’


He thought it was a small enough thing to give her so much pleasure.


‘I’ll teach you to write it for yourself if you like.’


Her reaction alarmed him. For a second it looked as though she might throw her arms about him. Instead, she dropped down on to the rock beside him and gripped his arm.


‘Oh please!’


He first had to show her how to hold the pencil; then how to form the letters, with his hand clenched over hers. Her hair was very close to his face and it smelled like the fern.


It took a long time and the final result was far from satisfactory. Although Josh insisted that it was fine, Miriam knew better.


‘No,’ she said, clutching the piece of paper with Josh’s effort on it. ‘This is much better. But I’ll do it properly one day, if you’ll learn me.’


‘I don’t know,’ said Josh uncertainly, not wishing to sacrifice all the long lone summer evenings on the moor he had planned.


‘You can use this place for your own,’ she persisted. ‘And, if you’ll try to learn me, I’ll show you a badger’s set.’


Josh wavered. Sensing the weak spot in his determination, Miriam prised it wide open. ‘The badgers have babies.’


Josh’s resolution crumbled and blew to the wind.


‘All right. I’ll teach you reading and writing. But I want to see the badgers first.’


‘Come on, then.’ Miriam was elated. For months she had watched Josh returning from St Cleer. Her whole being ached with wanting to learn the things he was learning. Her father would not allow her to attend the chapel school, so she had decided her only chance to achieve an education lay with Josh. She had been prepared to offer him anything in return for lessons. He had settled for a sight of the badgers. After the big build-up to this moment in her own mind it had come as an anti-climax. But she was still very happy.


Josh followed her through the gorse-tunnel once more and they headed across the moor, away from the Phoenix valley. Miriam took him on a direct course, deviating only once in order to avoid a patch of bog. He would not even have seen it but for her warning.


‘If you got in there, you’d never get out,’ she said. ‘I saw a sheep caught there last winter. It was too far in for me to help it. In five minutes it sank out of sight. It was horrible!’


Josh shuddered. He took careful note of the position of the bog for his future ramblings. A little further on they dropped into a deep gully, about forty feet wide with a weed-covered stagnant pool at the far end of it. This, Miriam said, had once been a gold mine. Worked by the ‘old men’.


‘We must go quietly now.’ She laid a hand on his arm and Josh edged forward, holding his breath, expecting to be confronted by a badger at any moment. He was apprehensive of the outcome as he had never seen a badger. His scant knowledge of them came from the tales of other boys who most probably had never seen the animal for themselves. In their tales the badger was as strong as a ram, as bold as a fox, and armed with claws the length of a boy’s fingers.


‘Here, sit down by me and don’t say a word,’ Miriam whispered as she pulled him down beside her on to a rough grassy bank with the level of the moor overhanging twelve feet above them.


Josh did as he was told and furtively looked about him. He could see nothing.


‘Where are they?’ It came out as a hoarse whisper.


‘Shh! Their set is over there.’ She pointed to a spot twelve feet away, where a sprawling thorn-bush grew from a substantial mound of earth. ‘See the paths?’


Now she had drawn his attention to them, Josh was able to see three – no, four – well-worn tracks leading into the bush from four different directions. They were so well defined they could have been made by the feet of men.


‘But where are the badgers?’ His whisper was as low as hers had been.


‘They’ll be out soon. Usually they don’t come out until after dark but lately they have been bringing their babies up for a while at this time of day.’


They sat in silence for a long time, but it was difficult to become too impatient. The evening was warm and peaceful, the drone of a bumble bee and the far high song of a skylark the only sounds that could be heard from the gully. Josh even found it pleasant being seated arm to arm with Miriam. There was a nice smell to her. It was not only her hair. The whole of her carried the scent of fern and heather. It was as though, while still retaining her human status, she had become a part of the moor on which she spent so much of her time.


He gave her a sidelong glance. Perfectly relaxed, she sat with her eyes half-closed, the long dark lashes almost meeting. Her thick black hair fell around her shoulders, as wild and unruly as a blackberry thicket.


Her eyes opened suddenly and she clutched at him. ‘There! Did you hear that?’


‘No. What am I listening for?’


‘That thumping noise below us. In the ground. It’s the badgers; they always do that. There, now!’


He heard it this time. It was like the warning thump of a rabbit far below them, deep in the earth.


‘That means they’ll be coming out now.’


Josh stared at the bush intently, not daring to blink until the whole bush swam before his glazed eyes. Then Miriam’s grip on his arm tightened painfully and his eyes focused again. From the hole in the bush a long head, clearly marked with wide black and white stripes, came into view. The badger raised its nose and sniffed first to the west, then to the north and finally to the south. Satisfied so far, the animal advanced a foot from the bush, bringing its long-haired grey-brown body into view. The badger peered around cautiously but not timidly. It was larger than Josh had imagined. As large as a medium-sized dog. Suddenly, as quickly as it had appeared, the badger turned and was gone.


‘It saw us!’ exclaimed Josh, bitterly disappointed.


‘Shh!’ Miriam’s fingernails dug into his arm again. ‘It didn’t see you. I don’t think badgers can see anything very well. It always does this to make sure it’s quite safe for the babies. They’ll all come out now.’


She had hardly finished speaking when the badgers did exactly as she had said. There was no hesitation this time. The male badger lumbered straight out from the bush closely followed by two cubs. The female, rather more cautious, brought up the rear.


Josh held his breath until he thought he would burst. The badgers moved along their chosen path for about twenty feet before the male paused for a prolonged scratch. The two cubs took this opportunity to explore a nearby forest of ferns. It was Josh’s efforts to follow their progress that brought the badger-watching to an abrupt end. He felt the stone turn beneath his hand as he leaned sideways. He grabbed at it but was not quick enough to save it. The stone bounced down the small embankment. With a startled squeak the female badger sent the cubs in headlong flight back to the set. She was close behind them. The male quartered the ground after them, emitting grunts and squeaks. He paused when level with Josh and raised a reproachful nose in his direction. Then he too was gone.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Josh sheepishly.


Miriam jumped down to the floor of the gully. ‘It doesn’t matter. I’ve seen them lots of times before.’ She looked at him suspiciously. ‘But I showed them to you like I promised. You’ll still learn me to read and write?’


Josh nodded. ‘Yes. You meet me on my way home from the chapel and I’ll give you a lesson. Not every day, though.’


‘How many days, then – four?’


Josh shook his head. ‘No. Two perhaps.’


They finally settled for three days a week and Josh shrugged the strap of his bag more firmly on to his shoulder. ‘Are you coming?’


Miriam shook her head. ‘Not yet. There’s a full moon tonight and I want to watch it from up there.’ She pointed to where the great rock mass that was Sharp Tor rose stark and grey above the moor. ‘Why don’t you stop and see it with me?’


‘No, I must get back for supper. Mum will be wondering where I am.’


‘Mummy’s boy!’ Her voice mocked him as he scrambled from the gully and set off home across the moor.


‘Josh! Josh Retallick!’


He turned to see her standing wide-legged on an uneven rock above the gully.


‘If you come up Sharp Tor with me I’ll let you kiss me.’


‘I don’t want to.’ He turned his back on her and walked away.


‘You will one day, Josh Retallick. You will one day!’


Josh need not have been in a hurry to get home. Nobody had noticed how late he was. Besides, the family knew he was in the habit of deviating from the direct route. But this evening they hardly acknowledged his arrival. The house was full of people. Among them were most of the miners from Ben Retallick’s shift, including Tom Shovell. Also there, and looking uncomfortably out of place inside a house, was Nehemeziah Lancellis, the mine hostler who had no home of his own and shared the stables of the horses he tended. Small of stature, he had ridden horses for gentry in his younger days. Until a fall left him with an ill-mended broken leg.


Wrightwick Roberts was also in the room. It was his booming voice that met Josh’s ears when he went in.


‘I am not happy about this trip into Bodmin. To go to see a public hanging is shameful enough. With it taking place on a fair-day there will be all manner of sinful things to entice our young men.’


‘But it’s a holiday,’ argued one of the men. ‘And it’s a double hanging of miners. Men from the Kit Mill mine. Some of us know them, have worked with them.’


‘There’s nothing to be proud of in knowing convicted murderers,’ retorted Wrightwick Roberts. ‘There are more than enough Christians you don’t know!’


‘It’s too late to stop it now,’ said Ben Retallick quietly. ‘Theophilus Strike has agreed to loan us the horses and ore-carts for the day. Even though Captain Schmidt was against it.’


Nehemeziah Lancellis nodded vigorously.


‘Best accept it, Wrightwick,’ went on Ben. ‘See it as a chance to say a prayer for the souls of the two men who are to be hanged.’


‘I can do that in any one of my chapels,’ snorted the preacher. ‘If every man here came to chapel instead of Bodmin, we’d pray the both of them straight into heaven.’


‘They’ll make it, even without our prayers,’ said Jesse Retallick from the kitchen doorway. ‘From what I hear, others were more to blame than them for the killing. A militiaman, wasn’t it?’


There was a growl of assent from many of the miners.


‘There can be little excuse for killing a man, Jesse,’ said Wrightwick Roberts. ‘A man’s life is sacred.’


‘And so is a man’s family!’ Jesse Retallick retorted, her face flushed with emotion and hands planted firmly on her hips. ‘Did the adventurers worry about that? Didn’t they lock the men out? Stopped them from working, then wouldn’t give them the money they were due? It’s not surprising the miners got angry. But even then the adventurers wouldn’t stand up to them like men. They called in the militia to do their dirty work for them.’


‘These are things you don’t understand, Jesse,’ said Wrightwick Roberts, and Ben Retallick looked up at the ceiling, waiting for the explosion he knew the preacher’s words would provoke. ‘The men wanted a charter. They spoke of uniting all the miners in the district. It’s dangerous talk, Jesse. Such things are bound to lead to trouble.’


‘I may not understand about charters and uniting the miners, Wrightwick Roberts. I do know how a man would feel if he saw his family starving, knowing the adventurers’ store was full of food and them owing him money. I wouldn’t give a snuffed candle-flame for the chances of any man who tried to stop him. There isn’t a miner here who wouldn’t do the same. That includes my Ben.’


The murmur of agreement grew louder, and Jesse raised her voice to say, ‘You be there to lead the prayers for their souls, Wrightwick Roberts, or I’ll shame you by doing it for you.’


Red-faced, with eyes flashing angrily, Jesse Retallick turned her back on the crowded room. Josh slipped into the kitchen before she slammed the door shut.


‘I could have told you it wasn’t wise to tell Jesse she “didn’t understand”. Not when she feels so strong about something,’ chuckled Ben Retallick. The preacher ran a handkerchief around the inside of his collar, and conversation in the room got under way again.


‘Better an honest direct woman than one who hides her thoughts and practises slyness,’ said the preacher. ‘It says so in the good book.’


He put his handkerchief away and held up a big hand for silence. ‘All right, men. Now we’ve decided to go to Bodmin …’ – he paused until the spontaneous laughter died away – ‘… we’ll get down to details. Nehemeziah, how many wagons will we have? You’ve done the trip by wagon before, haven’t you? How long will it take?’


Nehemeziah was not used to being at the centre of a discussion, far less being called upon to speak, but he did his best.


‘Ah! Well, now. There’s Bessie and Flower can take the oldest ore wagon. Tinker and Satan – begging your pardon, Preacher. That’s the name of the horse. He’s called that ’cos of an evil temper. I didn’t name him, o’course. Called that when I bought him from Liskeard market, he was.’


Satisfied that he had made his point, Nehemeziah Lancellis continued with the list of horses and the wagons they would pull. It was an impressive tally. The Wheal Sharptor had more than forty prime horses and half that number of wagons, ranging from the great ore wagons usually pulled by a team of six to the small governess-cart in which Herman Schmidt was riding to the execution.


The talking dragged on until late in the evening. Josh had his supper in the kitchen with Jenny and his mother, who was still smouldering after her outburst.


‘Do you really think a union is a good thing, Mum?’ asked Josh between mouthfuls.


‘If it will force the adventurers to treat a miner as a man – then, yes, it’s a good thing.’


‘That’s what Preacher Thackeray says. He told us that man is made in God’s image and so we are all equal.’


‘Equal? One man kills himself in a hole in the ground to make money while another man sits in a big house thinking up ways to spend it. That’s being equal?’


There was a sudden outburst of noise from the next room and Jesse Retallick said, ‘Listen to them! You’d think we were going off for a month instead of a day. It’s always the same with men. All they’ve got to do is hitch up the horses and take us to Bodmin, then bring us back in the evening. They’ll spend hours talking and arguing about it when they already know what has to be done.’


‘Have you been to Bodmin before?’ asked Jenny.


‘Oh yes!’ replied Jesse Retallick. ‘This will be the fourth time.’


‘What is it like?’


‘Well … it’s hard to describe. Lots of houses. Streets full of carts and carriages. Drunkenness. More people than we’d see hereabouts in a lifetime. Then there’s the prison. A huge, ugly, grey place – enough to give you the shivers to look at it. I always think of the poor wretches kept inside for years. It must be awful for them. But why don’t you come and see for yourself?’


Jenny shook her head. ‘I don’t want to go to see two poor men die. No, me and Gwen will stay here and enjoy the sunshine. It will be nice and quiet with everyone else away. There’ll hardly be one person left in Henwood village.’


‘No, all those who can walk will be in Bodmin. Even Mary Crabbe – tho’ I would have thought she’d seen enough dead men.’


‘How about the Tragos?’ Jenny asked.


‘Miriam and Morwen are going,’ replied Josh without thinking. ‘But Moses Trago has some business to attend to.’ He was repeating what Miriam had told him during one of her lessons on the moor.


‘His business will be with the innkeeper,’ retorted his mother. ‘But how is it you know so much about the doings of the Trago family?’


‘I expect it’s that Miriam,’ teased Jenny as she saw the colour creep up into his face. ‘A pretty little maid for all that she’s a bit wild.’


‘You keep away from that family,’ warned Jesse Retallick. ‘They’ll bring nothing but trouble. Every one of them.’


Another upsurge of sound from the next room indicated that the meeting was breaking up. Taking advantage of the distraction, Josh murmured his ‘Good night’ and made his way upstairs to bed.




Chapter Four


[image: image]


The day of the execution dawned bright and clear. The sun rose on the wagons loaded with miners and their families, being pulled by the toiling horses up the steep track from the Sharptor mine. There was an air of subdued excitement among the passengers. It was rare indeed for them to get together in this way for a social outing. The chapel-goers were used to praying together, the drinkers often found themselves in each other’s company in one or other of the inns in nearby villages, but no one could remember them all going out on such a jaunt as this.


Even today there was a dividing-line between them. The chapel folk had possession of the front half of the convoy, and the standard deteriorated towards the rear, the last two wagons being filled with the younger miners, among whom bottles of gin were already being passed. Such behaviour did not pass unnoticed. The bonneted women in the leading wagons tuttutted disapprovingly, and old Nehemeziah Lancellis cursed the fact that he was in charge of the very first wagon. He would make certain he brought up the rear on the way home.


Most of the older children were riding in two wagons. Josh found himself sitting close to Miriam and her brother Morwen. But this was a different Miriam to the one he met on the moor. True, she wore no shoes on her feet, but her hair had been brushed back tidily and the dress she had on was made from new calico. But it was her manner that Josh found so strange. He had said, ‘Hello,’ to her when he climbed aboard the wagon and she had scarcely answered. Morwen scowled deeply and succeeded in looking very like his father.


Miriam stayed quiet when the other children were talking and singing. They swayed together in gleeful exaggeration whenever the driver got a trot from his heavy horses on the rutted and pot-holed track.


Halfway to the Assize town the wagons passed a tin mine which was still operating, although it was a county holiday. There was much catcalling and ribaldry from the rear wagons, especially when they saw the women and girls at the shaft-head sorting the tin ore.


‘You’ll never find out what you’re seeking there, m’dear,’ shouted one wag. ‘Come over here and I’ll let you share what copper-mining’s given to me.’


‘I’ll show ’ee what tin’ll do for thee,’ shouted the girl and, as the young miners whooped with laughter, she picked up a piece of rock the size of her fist and threw it hard and high. Her aim was good. As it plummeted down into the crowded wagon there was a great commotion. Some of the young men were pushed over the side by the efforts of those within to escape the missile.


The women laughed and cackled. The laughter changed to shrieks of simulated terror when a Sharptor lad shouted, ‘Come on. We’ll show these tinner-girls what a real man is.’ The young men leaped from the wagons and began chasing the fleeing girls and women.


It was unfortunate that half the underground shift of tinminers were still in the boiler-house, changing their clothes before going below. As the Sharptor lads passed the engine-house the tinners spilled out amongst them. In the free-for-all that followed most of the young men from the other wagons jumped down to assist the hard-pressed Sharptor miners.


Morwen Trago was among them. When Josh tried to follow he was deliberately tripped – he suspected it was by Miriam – then sat upon, his arms and legs pinned to the floor of the wagon.


‘Let me up! Get off! I’m suffocating!’


‘Shut up!’


One of the village girls, a buxom seventeen-year-old, raised the edge of her skirt to look at his face. ‘Better dust in your nose than a lump of tin in your teeth.’


Jesse Retallick called from the next wagon, and to Josh’s eternal shame the well-proportioned girl shouted. ‘It’s all right, Mrs Retallick! I’m sitting on him. He’ll learn more down there than some of they fools over there.’


Josh fumed impotently at the shrieks of laughter that went up from the women.


After a few seconds the edge of the skirt was lifted again. This time it was Miriam’s face peering anxiously into his own. ‘Are you all right really, Josh?’


‘No!’ he hissed between clenched teeth. ‘She’s caving – my – ribs – in.’


‘Oh! So you’re saying I’m overweight, then?’ said the fat girl. She bounced up and down on him, making the breath rasp noisily from his throat. So concerned was Miriam that she pulled the big girl backwards by the shoulders. She fell with her feet waving in the air and her skirts tumbled about her wide hips.


The others pinning Josh down were dealt with equally effectively. As Josh struggled up, sucking the breath back into his lungs, Miriam helped him to the front of the wagon. She sat him down with his back against the high board beneath the grinning driver.


The fight was over at the pit-head by now and the copper-miners were jumping back into their wagons. Morwen took his place in the rear wagons with them.


With her brother gone Miriam was her usual self. Once she had made sure that Josh was all right she kept up a steady stream of chatter. The chagrined Josh said little in reply.


Soon the wagons began passing many people afoot, all of them heading for Bodmin town. There were couples and families, old and young, miners and ploughmen, shepherds and pig-farmers, cowmen and hostlers. Others, tinkers and musicians and the traders and pickpockets, were already there.


When someone called that Bodmin could be seen up ahead, Josh was as excited as Miriam. He knelt up beside her, looking between the straddled legs of the driver on his high seat.


Over the broad sweating flanks of the horses they saw the slate roofs and jumbled streets of Bodmin town.


The wagon swayed and jolted down off the dirt track and on to teeth-rattling cobbled streets. The shod hoofs of the blowing horses struck sparks from the stones as the wagoner held them back down the steep approach to the county town.
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