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Each flower blooms in its season


Some bloom early


Some bloom late


Yet all bloom in time.




1


It was the unmistakable thud of a clenched fist striking flesh and bone that attracted his attention, followed by a grunt, whether of pain or satisfaction he could not tell. Pulling on the reins, he brought his tall black mare to a halt, swivelling round in the saddle as he tried to identify from which direction the sound had come then waiting for a moment to see if it was repeated. When it was not he shrugged his shoulders, deciding he had imagined it and if he had not what was it to do with him if two men fought out some grudge among the trees? There was always some chap, probably young, for the young were known to be hot-headed, taking offence at another. He was about to urge on his mount when the sound was repeated and a woman cried out. The black labrador who ran at his heels pricked his ears and sniffed the air, turning to his left. He whined softly.


“What is it, boy?” he murmured, but the dog continued to look uneasily to the side of the lane where a gate led on to a rough track.


He was returning from Penrith where he had instructed his banker in a matter of some urgency regarding shares that he wished to purchase in several railway lines that had been authorised and would be constructed over the next few years. It was the start of the era of what would be called “Railway Mania” and any shares in an authorised new line were instantly snapped up by the astute businessman. The Liverpool and Manchester Railway, opened in 1830, the Edinburgh and Dalkeith a year later, the line to Clarence from a junction of the original Stockton and Darlington, the Durham and Sunderland, already carrying passengers, had made him a small fortune, and whenever shares came on the market he bought them, not just in the north but down as far as the Bristol and Gloucestershire Railway, indeed wherever a line was to be built. The country from Land’s End to John o’ Groats would eventually become a vast network of railway lines cobwebbing north, south, east and west and he, as a man of enterprise who saw the potential of adding to his already considerable wealth, had been in on it from the start.


From where he sat his mare he could see right down the full length of Lake Ullswater, a distance of five miles, for the air was perfectly calm, clear and mild. It was autumn and the glorious changing shades of the trees were particularly pleasing to the eye, shades of brown and crimson, bronze, amber and yellow. He could hear faintly from below the sound of children’s voices and knew they would be picking the ripe, luscious fruits of the season, blackberries from the hedges along the lane to his house. A squirrel ran across the path, secure in its mistaken belief that it was alone, a beech nut in its mouth, and his dog watched it unblinkingly as, suddenly aware of them, it turned in alarm then scampered away to safety. The lowering sun was turning the waters of the lake to flame as it slid down the sky, blurring the day’s brightness to a shaded hue and up on the fells purple shadows were forming. An owl hooted as evening approached and even as he lingered indecisively birdsong began to die down among the thinning foliage of the trees. The lake was bordered along its winding shores with cultivated land and wide grassy pastures, some of it his own, green pastures on which were dotted white farmhouses looking out among the trees towards the lake. Dry-stone walls divided the fields, in which cattle grazed, while high up on the fells the grey-white shapes of sheep could be picked out. The land sloped gently upwards from the shore until it reached the foot of the fells rising in breathtaking magnificence to the broken tops that brushed the sky. He could see Place Fell pushing its bold breast into the lake, forming first a large bay to the left and then bending to the right, altering the lake’s shape, but the waters were blue, calm, smooth as a mirror. A cormorant flew low over the shimmering surface fishing, then rose with something in its beak. Gowbarrow Fell reached majestically to the heavens on the right-hand side of the lake and to the left rose Swarth Hill. His land, his place, his birthplace, the inheritance that all the men of the fells and dales considered the best in the world.


His dog looked up at him enquiringly, one paw raised, ready, when given the order, to slip away through the undergrowth and investigate whatever had disturbed his master. Where they had halted was a five-barred gate which stood open, rotting on its posts, and the man frowned, for he deplored bad management and neglect. The rutted track beyond the gate led through a strip of woodland towards the River Eamont. He could hear the sound of tumbling waters, never far away in this wet land of the lakes, dashing down steep, rocky slopes, chuckling merrily as it raced towards the lake below. Above the trees of mature oak, ash and beech could be seen a roof which he knew to be that of the Moorend corn mill and from a chimney wisped a thin smudge of smoke.


His mare, an animal of obvious breeding, tossed her head fretfully, wanting to be off, for she had had a long ride and ahead of her lay her stable, the oats she would be lovingly fed by the stable lad and the comforting rubdown that was her due. She became even more irritable when the man on her back turned her in at the gate and proceeded slowly up the track. The dog kept beside him for he was obedient to his master’s command. The ground was covered with a mosaic of gold, copper, bronze and flame, leaves that were soft, deadening any sound his mare’s hooves might make, wet with the rain that fell so persistently from these Lakeland skies, and when he entered through another gate, equally neglected, into a cobbled yard overgrown with grass at the front of the mill none of those there heard his approach.


A man, big, broad-shouldered, heavily muscled, his face scarlet with rage, had a boy by the scruff of his neck and even as the man on the horse watched, the back of his enormous hand fetched the lad a blow across his face which lifted him from his feet.


“P’raps that’ll teach yer ter be more careful, yer idle gob-shite. Dost think I’m made o’ money scatterin’ Seth Cartwright’s corn about as if it were nowt but a handful o’ muck from field an’ what am I ter tell him when he comes ter weigh it an’ finds it short?”


A young girl who had been cowering against the skirts of a woman suddenly darted forward and did her best to catch the raised fist of the enraged man but with a contemptuous flick he cracked her a blow that sent her flat on her back a couple of feet away.


“Nay, Jethro,” the woman wailed.


“It was me, Faither,” the girl cried out but the man was beyond listening to anyone in his bloodlust.


They were all taken by surprise, even the boy being beaten, by the snarl of cold anger that came at them from the edge of the cobbled yard. The horseman leaped nimbly from his mare which, alarmed by the tension and the thundering of the enraged man, skittered away to a clump of holly beneath a beech tree, and had her rein not caught in a branch would have taken off in mad panic for home. With a short command to his dog to “stay”, which he did, dropping down on to his belly, Chad Cameron strode across the yard and, lifting his arm, swung his short riding crop, cutting it about the man’s head. The man swore obscenely, dropped the boy and swung round savagely on his attacker with the evident intention of beating him to pulp, and a lesser, wiser man might have backed away.


Not Chad Cameron. Standing his ground he brandished the whip as the big man lifted his fist, ready to aim it into his face. For a moment it looked as though murder might be done, or attempted, but something stopped the brute, perhaps recognition of who the intruder was, even in the blood-red rage of his anger, for Chad Cameron was a powerful man in these parts, but he still could not control his tongue.


“What the bloody hell dost think you’re doin’, you interferin’ bugger?” he thundered, still shaking his fist in Chad’s face. “What gives you the right ter come between a man an’ his lad? Get off my land unless you want some an’ all. Bloody hell, it’s comin’ ter summat when a man can’t—”


“If you raise that fist to me or to that boy again I shall fetch the constable and have you taken away in chains, and you’d better believe me when I say I can do it. Dear God, d’you want to kill the lad, that’s if you haven’t already done so,” for the boy lay where his father had dropped him. His mother had run to him, lifting his head into her lap, putting an anxious finger to his cheek where his father’s fist had split it, begging him to tell her he was all right, murmuring those words mothers have for a hurt child in which the only ones recognisable are “there, there”. It only served to infuriate her husband, the boy’s father, even more.


“Leave him alone, woman. No wonder he’s such a bloody milk-sop wi’ you molly-coddlin’ him every time he gets a knock. He needs a boot up the arse not bloody kisses.” He snorted contemptuously but it was evident that his violence was lessening. The girl had regained her feet, her hand to her cheek hiding what promised to be a furious black eye and the one that was visible glared at her father with loathing.


And was it any wonder, Chad thought. He stepped away from Jethro Marsden, his face cold, his golden-brown eyes narrowed and menacing. He was very white about the mouth. The whip he had used on the man flickered angrily against his boot.


“You’re a bully and a coward, Jethro Marsden, and I regret the day my father sold yours this corn mill and the land on which it stands.”


“Well, that’s just too bad, Mr Cameron, but there’s nowt yer can do about it now,” the miller jeered.


“It’s not the first time I’ve had to speak to you about that drunken temper of yours. You nearly put one of my labourers in the infirmary last year and had it not been for his fear of reprisal he would have fetched in the constable. No matter what I said I could not persuade him to make a charge against you. It’s a wonder to me that any man brings his grain to be milled by you. I suppose it’s the distance they would have to travel that weighs in your favour. By God, if I could get you out, I would.”


“Well, yer can’t.”


“And these children of yours are not strong enough to do the work you expect of them,” he went on, as though Jethro had not spoken, “and neither, I suspect, is your wife. You should employ a man to help you but then that would mean putting your hand in your pocket, wouldn’t it, giving you less to spend on ale, and with three pairs of hands to do the job, willing or unwilling, despite their obvious inability to manage heavy work—”


“They’re strong enough, an’ anyroad, it’s nowt ter do wi’ you or any man what I do in me own business and on me own land an’ with me own children. Lad’s lively enough when he wants ter be. Just needs a bit o’ . . . correction now an’ again.”


“Correction! You call opening his cheek to the bone, correction? I’ve heard tales of that leather strap you keep hanging behind your door and if I was to ask the boy to let me have a look at his back what would I find? And what about your daughter? Does she get ‘correction’ when she fails to lift a sack of grain that would fell a grown man?”


The girl peeped at him from beneath the tangle of her hair on which a light dusting of flour had settled. It was tied back with a piece of twine, falling in a thick cascade of dark brown curls to her buttocks, and from its unruly appearance had known no recent acquaintance with a hairbrush. She was dressed in what he could only call rags, a short skirt, neatly mended in a dozen places and a bodice to match, poor things the colour of earth but clean, as she was, for the most part. She wore no shoes and her feet were coated with the muck of the yard. She still held her hand to her face, covering her eye and cheek, but the one that peered from beneath the curtain of her hair was the most startling colour he had ever seen. For some reason it reminded him of the wisteria that grew up the front wall of his home, a sort of violet, a purple-blue with tiny specks of gold in it, the pupil coal black to match the long lashes that surrounded it. He could not guess her age, still a child he would have thought, and yet he noticed, and then felt ashamed for doing so, that two small breasts, no more than buds, pressed against the thin material of her bodice.


“Well, will there be owt else, sir?” the last word uttered with a deliberate sneer. “I’ve work ter do if you haven’t.”


“You mean your family have, don’t you? By God, I wish I had the means to turn you out, Jethro Marsden. What I’ve seen here today sickens me.”


“Aye, well, happen it does. Gentry’s well known fer its weak stomachs an’ soft heads. Now get off my land an’ try minding yer own business.” He turned away and the girl flinched, scuttling to where her mother and brother faltered.


Chad Cameron looked about him helplessly. He studied the yard and the clearing of rough grass that surrounded it. Those trees through which he had ridden were split by the track, the track itself rough and churned up by the dozens of waggons that passed over it annually. Farmers for miles, and villagers locally brought their wheat, their oats and grain to be ground at Jethro Marsden’s corn mill and the concern, though small, was thriving, for, say what you liked about the miller, he worked hard, and so did his family. Wheat was cultivated in these parts and indeed in most areas of the country, its main value as bread flour. To the miller and the baker its important qualities were its strength, its flavour and its flour-yielding properties. Ask any farm wife or the wives of the working men who all made their own bread and they would tell you that the potency of a flour is in its ability to produce a well-risen loaf. Barley was not much grown since its main value was in the brewing and distilling industries and there were none of those on the shores of Lake Ullswater, but oats, which were hardy and could be grown in any soil, even on high land, played a large part in Jethro’s milling labour. He could also be called on to crush peas and beans and gleanings from the ploughed fields used for animal feed which brought him in a few extra shillings for his ale.


The main building, the water mill, was built of stone three storeys high, the bagging and drive floor at ground level and on the second level which stretched the full length and width of the building was the “stone” floor where the three pairs of millstones were located and where the real work of the mill was done. On the top floor was the family’s living quarters, a bedroom where Emily and Jethro slept and several rooms used for storage. There was a large fireplace on both floors at the north end. What might have been a large porch with a chimney jutted out into the front of the yard on the ground floor with a door let into the side and this, Chad happened to know, was where the miller’s wife had her kitchen. A cow lowed at the back of the mill, for it was getting towards milking time and a pig rootled around to the side of the building, looking for scraps under the trees. Several hens cackled and pecked at the ground, guarded by an aggressive rooster which was keeping a stern eye on Chad’s dog. It was all in good order, apart from the two gates and Chad, had he the right which he hadn’t, could find no fault. He had properties of his own, farms that were rented to decent, long-term, hard-working tenants, as were his cottages in which his labourers lived. He had a bobbin factory in Staveley, a pencil factory nearby, for the materials needed in such concerns were all close at hand: lead, coppice woods. His shares in the copper mines over towards Coniston were worth three times what his father had paid for them years ago. Worth a bob or two was Chad Cameron, the men who were in business and did business with him agreed with one another, and their wives, those with marriageable daughters, vied with one another for his attention.


The boy who had been helped to his feet by his sister and mother was limping rather unsteadily towards the doorway of the kitchen. The mother glanced back, doing her best to smile her thanks but it was a sad smile which told him that the moment he was out of sight Jethro would give them what for. He might not hit them again, not with Mr Cameron only just gone, but the rest of their day would be a misery – and what was unusual about that? – until he fell into the drunken sleep that ended it. The boy seemed stunned, inclined to fall over his own feet and was it any wonder, the blow he had received. Blood still oozed from his cheek and dripped from his chin and Chad resolved to send Ned, one of his grooms, to fetch Doctor Travis to him. A stitch might be needed and it would do no harm to let that bugger know an eye was being kept on him, not just by Chad Cameron but by Doctor Travis who was a magistrate.


Jethro stood in the centre of the yard, swaying slightly, his head lowered like a bull about to charge, his bottom lip, full and red and moist, hanging open, revealing his rotten teeth, and in the doorway his daughter hesitated, wanting, it seemed to Chad, to say something but not quite daring. He knew he himself looked somewhat daunting, for he gave the impression of being stern, serious, cold even, which was not the case but he couldn’t help his own damned appearance, could he? He returned her look and when she smiled he was quite taken aback by the dazzle of it. It lit up her swollen face and put chips of blue diamonds in her eyes so that he was reminded of a brooch of lapis lazuli his grandmother used to wear. She had removed her hand from her face as she helped her brother to the house but even with the slightly lopsided look he could see she would be a lovely woman if she was ever allowed to reach that age by the brute who was her father. There was something about her, a narrowed gleam to her incredible eyes, a lift to her tousled head, a look of righteous indignation as she cast a malevolent glare at her father. She was a skinny little thing, despite the budding breasts, all hair and eyes, but it seemed her spirit was unbroken by the vicious treatment she and her brother, and no doubt her mother, received at the hands of the miller.


He turned to his horse and with a movement of his hand called the dog to him but before he mounted he swivelled back to Jethro.


“Mind what I said, Marsden. I’d not have animals on my land treated cruelly, let alone children. I don’t care if they are yours” – as the man would have answered him, no doubt ready to give him a bit of lip – “and I shall keep my eye on the situation. If I see either of them with an injury I shall have the law on you. So think on.”


Springing into the saddle, he urged on his mount, first into a canter and then a full gallop, disappearing into the wood from which he had come.


“That bloody swine up at Moorend Mill’s been mistreating those children of his again,” he told his sister that evening as he shook out his damask napkin. He placed it across his knee before picking up his spoon and appreciatively sniffing the bowl of soup Martha had just placed before him.


“Chadwick, please, you know I cannot abide bad language, and particularly in front of ladies,” of whom she was definitely one.


“I’m sorry, Sarah, but it’s enough to make any man swear the way that man treats his family. The boy’s no more than fifteen and the girl even less and yet he works them like grown men. God only knows what would have happened to the lad if I hadn’t been passing. Five o’clock in the afternoon and the sot was—”


“Chadwick, please . . .”


“Well, that is what he is, Sarah, a drunken sot and I’ve half a mind to have the law on him. If it wasn’t for those children . . .” For a moment his eyes became strangely unfocused as though he were seeing something to which the other two occupants of the room were blind. Something that troubled him and yet at the same time gave him a certain amount of pleasure.


“Chadwick?” his sister said questioningly.


With a start he realised that Sarah had addressed him, indeed was staring at him with some perplexity and that Martha, the elderly maid who was serving their evening meal, was tutting since it was not like him to let good food go cold. She had been in service at Longlake Edge for over forty years ever since she had come as kitchen-maid to old Mrs Cameron. She had seen Chad born, watched him grow from a solemn infant to a sturdy young lad and into the mature man he now was, and with the privilege of an old and trusted servant felt she had the right to show her displeasure wherever it was needed. Not always in actual words, of course, though that happened sometimes, but with muttered asides, expressions of disapproval and the odd “tut” or two.


Neither she nor Sarah Cameron was aware that his mind’s eye had returned to the scene he had witnessed earlier in the day and in particular to the expressive face of the game and plucky waif who had smiled at him. That was all she had done, smiled at him and inside him something had returned her smile and felt warmed by it. A slip of a girl and him getting on for thirty and yet he had felt drawn to her. Not in that way, naturally. Good God, he was old enough to be her father but something vital in her had appealed to him, said something to him, awakened a part of him that he didn’t recognise. Silly old fool he was, but she had had a very taking way with her and even now, as he raised his spoon to his lips, tasting a mouthful of Mrs Foster’s delicious vegetable consommé, she came again to smile at him.


“Chadwick?” his sister repeated coolly.


“Yes?”


“What on earth is the matter with you?”


Standing to his left, her hands smoothing her snow-white apron, Martha would like that question answered as well, the expression on her seamed old face said.


“The matter?”


“You seem to have gone into a daydream.”


He smiled. “Really, Sarah, when have you ever known me to daydream?” He took another spoonful of soup and Martha, satisfied, turned back to the serving table. The job of serving the master and mistress should have been the duty of one of the parlour-maids but Martha, because of her long service with the family, ruled the kitchen, even above Mrs Foster, and often took it into her head to take it over, despite her age, and who were they, her minions, to argue? Mrs Foster was cook and did all the ordering of foodstuffs, under Miss Cameron’s supervision, of course, but Martha still thought of herself as a kind of housekeeper and general guardian of the Cameron family.


“Anyway, as I was saying, that man will have to be watched. He is a tyrant and a drunkard and I’m afraid the two characteristics put together are very dangerous. Those children of his do the work of grown men and his wife is clearly terrified of him. I sent Ned to ask Doctor Travis to look in. The boy’s cheek needed seeing to and it will do no harm to let Marsden know that his treatment of his family is not going unnoticed.”


“Chadwick, dear, do you think it’s wise to intervene in what is clearly a family matter? If the man feels the need to chastise the boy, who might, for all you know, have deserved some punishment . . .”


Chad looked up from his soup and, though no particular expression was discernible on his smoothly shaved face, the tone of his voice told her of his disapproval.


“Sarah, had you seen that boy’s face I’m sure you would not have made that remark. It was cut to the bone—”


“Really, Chadwick, not while we are eating, please.” Sarah Cameron made a small moué of distaste. The old maidservant turned from the serving table where Daphne, one of two parlour-maids, had just placed a tray of vegetables and a pile of pork chops under a warming cover which she would serve as a second course, and looked with sharp concern at her master.


“He’s a bad lot is that chap,” she stated tartly, “an’ needs constable fetchin’ to him. I were down by’t gate t’other day and he were fair wackin’ that plough horse of his, poor old thing. It’s not fit to be pullin’ a gig, let alone plough.”


“That’s enough, Martha. We were not speaking of plough horses.”


“I were just sayin’.” And having said it she returned, satisfied, to the task of placing the chops, three for her master and two for Miss Sarah, on hot plates.


“That’s what I mean, he has a bad streak in him and needs watching. I shall make it my business to keep my eye on him. Seth Cartwright told me he has seen him fighting outside the Bull at Pooley and had it not been for the restraint several men put on him would have beaten Will Stirling’s lad to pulp.”


“Chadwick, dear, do you think we might talk of something less violent while we eat? It is quite putting me off dinner.”


Sarah Cameron was a woman of thirty-one, a spinster but one who did not wish to change her status though she had received one or two offers of marriage in the blooming of her youthful prettiness, for her dowry had been not inconsiderable. Why should she marry, she said, only to herself, of course, since she had all the advantages of a married woman with none of the, to her, disgusting practices that went on in the marital bed. She ran her own home, Chadwick’s home; she had her own carriage, her own circle of friends, her own dress allowance since her brother was a generous man, and her life was one that suited her admirably. Chadwick liked comfort, good service, well-cooked meals, the things a man of refinement and sophistication required in his life and she was well able to provide them. They entertained frequently and were entertained in return, having among their acquaintances men of high office, men of wealth, men like Chadwick himself. She was known for her good works, for her commitment to the church where she and, if she could get him there, Chadwick worshipped.


Brother and sister were not alike to look at. Where Chad was dark, sombre, brown-eyed, unsmiling, inclined towards gravity – which was often misleading, for he kept his sense of humour well hidden – she was fair, her fine hair brushed back from her face into a neat chignon, completely proper for a lady of her years and station. Her eyes were a light blue, her skin pale, for a lady did not go out into the sunshine without the protection of a parasol. She wore gowns of good quality, well made but again suitable for a spinster lady from a decent family. Subdued colours, modest, worn with the jewellery come from her mother when she died. Again, not flamboyant, but good pieces which, had he married, would have gone to Chadwick’s wife.


The room in which they dined was of a restrained opulence, a reflection of the large and prosperous middle class who were well able to afford the many quality goods that had once been the preserve of the aristocracy. Silk-covered walls in apple green with draped curtains of the same shade and material at the tall sash windows; a polished table of glowing mahogany with a sideboard to match; brilliant glassware and shining silver; scented candles and bowls of fresh-cut flowers from the extensive gardens and green houses. There was an enormous fire crackling and leaping in the white marble fireplace and all this luxury was set on a richly patterned carpet of crimson and apple green. Above the fireplace was a large gilt-framed mirror and about the room, on the mantelpiece and arranged on small tables and on the sideboard, were ornaments of Sèvres, Meissen and others collected by the previous mistresses of Longlake Edge.


Sarah chatted of this and that, topics more suited to the dinner table in her opinion. The coming ball at Holme Park to which they were invited and to which, so Mrs Armstrong, the vicar’s wife had told her, Squire Mounsey had promised to look in, which was a feather in Ernestine Tyson’s cap, didn’t Chadwick think so? The lecture that was to be held at the Assembly Rooms in Penrith on the subject of the plight of the poor wretched slaves in the southern states of America to which she hoped Chadwick would accompany her. The forthcoming marriage of the daughter of her dear friend Jessica Gould and her hopes that the weather would not turn nasty, which it was inclined to do up here in the north.


“I think I’ll take my coffee in my study, Sarah, if you don’t mind. I have some papers to go over before I retire.”


“Of course, my dear.”


“So I’ll say goodnight.”


“Goodnight, Chadwick, and please, my dear, promise me you won’t lie awake brooding on that dreadful man and his family.”


His lips twitched in what might have been a wry smile, for sometimes his sister said the most absurd things. Lie awake brooding! And yet when he finally turned out his lamp the impish face of the young girl with the incredible eyes was the last image that flickered inside his eyelids.
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“Quickly now, the pair of you. Sadie’ll take you in until I come for you which shouldn’t be long by the sound of him, the drunken pig. Will you listen to him . . . no, don’t, the words are too vile. Mother, please, will you go with Briony. I won’t come to any harm. I can keep out of his way until he falls into his usual drunken stupor. Take Sal with you. The last time he kicked her I think he cracked one of her ribs. Please, please, get a move on.”


“Son, won’t you come with us?” Emily Marsden pleaded. “I’m afeared . . .”


“Please, Danny, come with us.” His sister took his hand and tried to draw him towards the river which stood between them and the cottage where Sadie Evans and her son lived but he pulled impatiently away from her.


“If there’s no one here you know he’ll only come lookin’ for you. Please, lass, get on an’ stop arguin’. I can hear him from here an’ why he doesn’t fall in the bloody lake’s a mystery. One of these days . . .”


“Don’t, Danny, don’t say it.”


“I wish he would. Now get across the river an’ stay with Sadie. Oh, Lord Jesus, how much longer can we stand this?”


The boy turned abruptly and scuttled away towards the back of the mill house, almost in tears, for that was what he was, no more than a boy carrying a man’s burden.


Briony Marsden took her mother’s arm and began to hurry through the stand of trees between the mill and the river. The dog, with a sad, backward glance at her young master, reluctantly followed as though she knew full well it would do no good, to her or to him, to stay behind.


Emily limped as quickly as she could beside her daughter, favouring the leg that he had kicked and broken in one of his drunken rages and which had healed awkwardly. It was just another of the injuries inflicted upon her by the man she had married seventeen years ago. She had been the pretty, guileless daughter of a bootmaker in Penrith when Jethro Marsden had entered her father’s shop to order himself a pair of boots, sturdy knee boots of good quality leather, for even then he was a successful miller with a guinea or two in his pocket. How she had admired the strong, handsome young bull who had courted her so ardently, his dominance thrilling her girlish heart which had known nothing but affectionate cherishing since the day she was born, and how she had begged her father to allow the match. The corn mill above Pooley Bridge was not so far away, she had implored him, well within visiting distance in the gig Jethro had promised her.


It was not until she lay under him that first night while he raped her again and again that the true horror of what she had done become clear to her. In her innocence she had thought his strength to be that of a true man and only once he had her safely within his grasp was his real nature revealed. Beneath his physical strength lay nothing but cruelty and greed, for when her father died, knowing nothing of what his daughter suffered, as it would have been more than her life was worth to enlighten him, everything he had came to Jethro.


She had two reasons for joy in her life. Her children, the two who had survived, for of the twelve she had given birth to in sixteen years, only they had lived. And her second, kept a secret from their father, was something she had vouchsafed only to them. From an early age she had passed on the learning she herself had been given. Her father, being a progressive sort of a chap, had insisted, despite her being a mere girl, on a bit of decent schooling and she had thanked God nightly for it, though it often crossed her mind that she had little else to thank Him for. Sometimes it was tricky for Briony and Daniel since they had to pretend an ignorance of the written word and scratch their heads over the “sums” Jethro worked out painfully on a scrap of paper. He could read slowly and now and again it took his fancy to bring home a newspaper cast aside at the inn where he drank. He would pretend a knowledge of the written word which they were forced to admire and only when he was absent could the three of them pore over the sentences and gain some comprehension of what was going on in the world beyond the mill gate. Even as young children, ten or eleven years of age, Emily had read to them of the death of the King, George was his name, and of the new King his brother, who was called William. In June 1837 it had been the turn of the young Princess Victoria when her uncle William died of pneumonia. She was to be crowned at Westminister Abbey in June the following year and the nation would have a queen. Emily, Danny and Briony waited eagerly for it, praying that their lord and master would bring home a newspaper with a report of the coronation, for they had little colour in their lives and surely this would be a grand affair. They were told of the Duke of Wellington who had been a brave soldier and great Prime Minister. They learned of tremendous upheavals in the country, of men turned into landless labourers by the enclosure of common pasture and driven to despair by harsh winters and the hunger of their families. Of unrest in Ireland; of revolution in France, of the cries for reform and universal franchise. Had their father known of his children’s awareness of what took place, not just in their own country but worldwide, thanks to their mother, he would have skinned the three of them alive.


Sadie Evans was not surprised when they knocked on the door of her cottage which stood in a row of others belonging to Mr Cameron. It wasn’t the first time they had “called on her” which was their way of telling her they needed shelter for an hour or two. Naturally, this wouldn’t happen on a weekday, for the mill did business every day except Sunday and it was on a Sunday that Jethro got really drunk, mindlessly, insanely drunk instead of just his usual truculent inebriation.


Briony had wanted to bring Glory, the old plough horse, even the fat sow who was ready to farrow, for her father had been known to belabour his animals if his children were not immediately available, but Danny had been almost hysterical in his need to get her and Ma away before Pa came stumbling up the track to the house.


“For God’s sake, you’ll be wanting to take the damn chickens next,” he exploded, nearly out of his mind in his panic to get his mother and sister to safety. “Just do as you’re told and get up to Sadie’s. I’ll come for you when it’s safe.”


“I’m afeared he’ll—”


“He’ll do far worse things to you than he will to the beasts, Bry,” he said brutally, pushing her quite forcefully in the direction of the track that led towards the river. There were rough stones jutting from the foaming waters across which it was easy for the youngsters to jump but Emily, with her crippled leg, would need assistance and time was not on their side as the sound of Jethro crashing against the gatepost and the volley of obscenities that followed rose above the trees.


Sadie Evans and her son worked for Mr Cameron which was the reason for the neat cottage she and Iolo occupied. Sadie was a widow, her husband, a Welshman come to find work out of the mines that had wrecked his health, had died anyway of the “black spit” as the miner’s asthma was called. Sadie was a laundress known in the parish for the pure immaculacy of her “whites”, since she was an expert in the art of boiling, her delicate touch with a “flat iron”, her strong right arm to turn the wringer with its rubber rollers, and the mangle which, if used properly, saved an inordinate amount of ironing. She also had the strong back and teeth-gritting determination necessary for bending hour after hour over the wooden washtub. She was tall, broad-shouldered, handsome with ruddy cheeks and the good teeth she had acquired from eating the fresh food she had known as a farm lass in Lancashire. Dai Evans had picked her up on his travels, spiriting her away from the big house where she had been in service as laundry-maid. His whimsical Welsh humour, his merry brown eyes, the goodness of his soul captured her heart and persuaded her to follow him to Longlake Edge where he had worked as old Mr Cameron’s cowman. Sadie had been given a trial in the laundry and her superb workmanship had ensured her a foot on the ladder, which she climbed swiftly until she was head laundry-maid with two girls under her. They worked long hours, she and her easy-going Dai but they were, by the standards of their class, well provided for. Their marriage had lasted only five years and he had left her with a heart that, though it was irretrievably broken, was as big as the fells that backed her cottage, willing to do “owt for anyone” and a son who was as good-natured, as merrily inclined as his father whose job, when he was barely as tall as the animals he milked, he took over. Neither of them could read or write but they were well placed with Mr Cameron and felt no lack.


She opened the door and surveyed the sorry pair who faltered on her well-scrubbed doorstep. Briony was wet from the knees down, for it had proved tricky to get her ma across the stream and she had been forced to wade, holding her ma’s arm to balance her. Her hair, which had also got a wetting, flowed about her and she had the appearance of a bedraggled kitten. The dog was no better, shivering violently and not just because of the wetting she had received, her ears drooping, her tangled butter-coloured coat dripping on Sadie’s clean step.


She opened the door wide without a word and though Briony tried to speak, to explain, to make up some reason why she, her mother and the dog should be dithering on Sadie’s rug, no words came. A wooden frame that had been hung with Sadie’s own freshly ironed sheets and lace-trimmed pillow cases airing in front of the fire was whisked to another part of the kitchen, and she and Ma were seated opposite each other by the range with a cup of hot, sweet, strong tea – which Sadie considered necessary at times like these – in their hands. Sal was allowed to huddle up to the fire and Sadie, sipping her own tea, questioned neither of them. Jethro Marsden’s foul temper and violent disposition were well known in the district and it was a wonder to them all that he had not killed somebody in one of his barbarous moods. If he hadn’t been such a good miller, producing flour that resulted in bread that any housewife could be proud of, he would have gone under years ago. His father had been a hard man, but nothing like his son, a man who had kept himself to himself, his family with its nose to the grindstone – almost literally – and it was perhaps his strict upbringing that had set Jethro on the road he now took.


“Another cup, Emily?” Sadie asked. She could see Jethro’s wife had calmed down a bit and the girl looked less terrified. She only hoped that lad, that brave lad, was all right. She’d seen the state of him a time or two when his pa had got at him and he had not been a pretty sight. She had smeared her own soothing ointment on his back and had told her Iolo that she’d a good mind to report him to Mr Cameron. Not that it would do much good, for the miller owned the mill and the authorities would only say that a man had a right to strap his own lad. Which she supposed was true but if her Dai had ever attempted it with Iolo he’d have not stood up for a week! But then Emily was not made of the stuff Sadie was and hadn’t the strength or courage to defy her man or defend her children. Iolo was Sadie’s joy, an extension of the love she still had for Dai. Iolo, though he spoke with the broad vowels of a north countryman was, in her eyes, as Welsh as Dai. Iolo, or Iorwerth, his full name, had been christened such since his heritage was Welsh and it was said that Iorwerth was regarded as Edward in English, Edward being her father’s name. So, all very suitable.


Emily accepted another cup of tea and was even tempted to try one of Sadie’s jam tarts which had just come out of the oven. Despite the enormous amount of work she got through each day Sadie always found time to knock up a few scones or an apple pie, for her lad had a good appetite.


Sadie Evans’s cottage stood in a row of others on a lane that ran at the edge of Chad Cameron’s land. It was built of local stone with roof slates of the grey, blue and sea green common to the Lake District. There was ivy climbing the wall and partly covering the roof and in the summer a profusion of pink, sweetbriar roses, past their best now in the autumn. Sadie’s was the end cottage and the small garden which her Iolo tended was the best kept of the dozen, though Mr Cameron insisted that his workers preserve a tidy look about their plots. He was responsible for the maintenance of the cottages, which were sturdy and snug, and he expected the cowman, the grooms, the carpenter, the shepherds whose families occupied them to keep the gardens in good order. The kitchens, all of them, had the latest cast-iron ranges installed, with a fireplace beside in which a good fire was kept going night and day, for the weather on the high fells could be bitter. Sadie had a high-backed rocking-chair, hand-made rugs, an old dresser crowded with blue and white crockery and a table in the centre of the kitchen scrubbed to the paleness of winter snow. Upstairs, approached by a narrow, winding staircase, were two oak-beamed bedrooms and at the back of the kitchen was a scullery where Sadie did her own laundering. Water had to be fetched from a pump at the back of the cottages, good, clean water, but it was a back-breaking job when her workload was heavy. Iolo did what he could of a morning before setting off for the milking, carrying bucket after bucket and tipping it into the water butt that stood at her back door from where she had only to carry it to her sink. A hard life but a decent one and she thanked God for it every night before she climbed into her pristine bed.


The tabby cat, which resided in a basket by the side of the fire with her everlasting litter of kittens, raised her head and hissed warningly at the dog who was bothering no one. The kittens wrestled and fell about but every time one tried to climb out of the basket Tabby dragged it back. The room was still but for the crackle and splutter of the fire, the plaintive mewing of the kittens and a canary singing for dear life in a cage by the window.


“We won’t bother you for long, Sadie,” Emily began but Sadie reared up indignantly, setting her cup and saucer on the table with a crash that startled the dog.


“Bother! What bother? I’m glad of yer company, my lass. Yer welcome at any time. Any time, d’yer hear. I were only sayin’ to our Iolo this very morning that I’d not seen yer fer a while. In fact I were goin’ to walk over—”


“Eeh, no, Sadie, you must never do that. Not with . . .” She had no need to say more, for everyone knew Jethro’s views on visiting and what he called time-wasting.


“But, lass . . .”


“No, no, Sadie! As long as me and Briony can come over herewhen . . . well, when . . .”


“All right, lass, say no more but yer know yer welcome.”


“I know. Thank God.”


A movement on the lane at the end of Sadie’s garden caught her eye and she stood up and moved to the window. Briony did the same, picking up the dog, all three of them beginning to smile, Sal included, at the sight of Danny opening the gate. He saw them at the window and waved and they knew that today everything was all right.


Sadie opened the door and dragged him in, pushing him into the rocker from which Briony had just risen and before he could argue a cup of tea was in his hand and a jam tart set out on a plate. His mother and sister sat at the table, both smiling, while the dog rested her head on his knee, her eyes gazing up apologetically at him.


Danny, with the appetite of the young, with Jethro snoring in a drunken stupor and with the crisis over, ate all Sadie’s jam tarts and a piece of apple pie she pressed on him. When Iolo came home accompanied by his collie bitch, Poppy, they made a cheerful group, for with the humorous Welsh blood inherited from his father he had them laughing over the antics of old Duddy Morris who, at the age of seventy – or thereabouts, for how the hell could he know his real age, he snorted defiantly – still worked as he had done since he was seven years old and that had been in the reign of George III, the mad king as he had been known. Old Duddy had that morning offered to fight young Ned Turnberry who had tried to get old Duddy to sit down and have a rest and had been roundly cursed for his pains.


Iolo was nineteen years old, and his craggy young face and the dark Celtic eyes he had inherited from her Dai turned again and again to young Briony who was, as she should be at fifteen, a lively, laughing and lovely young girl. Away from her father she flowered like a rosebud which opens in the warmth of the sun. A brute he might be but Jethro did not keep his family short of food and both his children had the glossy hair, flawless skin and strong white teeth of the well nourished. The lad was tall but Briony was a little dab of a thing, slender but with budding breasts that were thrusting against the drab fustian of her bodice. The skirt was short, just touching her ankle bone and her bare white feet were pushed into a pair of black boots, probably once belonging to her brother. Her mass of hair, which had never been cut, was dragged back from her forehead and fastened with its usual length of twine, for Jethro did not hold with geegaws, which a bit of ribbon would be.


It was very evident to Sadie that her lad was taken with Briony Marsden and though she could not quite see the lass tackling the loads of laundry – should she move in with them – that she herself dealt with every day of the week, she would not be averse to a match between them when the time came. And after all, the girl did the work of a man down at the corn mill so she couldn’t be as insubstantial as she looked. At fifteen she would soon be ready for marriage and happen in a year or two, that’s if they could get Jethro to part with her, Iolo and Briony might make a go of it. And that was where the difficulties would begin: persuading her father to let a valuable and profit-making pair of hands escape him. Eeh, what a hard row the lass, and the lad for that matter, had to hoe, for how were the pair of them ever to lead lives of their own with his hard fist on their necks holding them to him?


Iolo offered to walk them home, ostensibly to give Emily a hand across the stepping stones, but again the horror in all three faces dissuaded him. If Jethro should be about he was quite likely to take to all four of them and though she was as fond of the mother and her children as if they were related Sadie didn’t want her Iolo smashed to smithereens by the brute who waited for them at the mill. He might be in the unconscious state he often fell into when drunk but then again he might not.


She and Iolo stood at the door of the cottage as Emily, Briony and Danny, the cowed dog at their heels, moved slowly along the lane and down the slope towards the fast-flowing stream. Briony turned to wave, smiling with that valiance that tried to tell them, and the world, Sadie supposed, that she and her family would survive. Sadie’s heart contracted with pity and she wished there was something that could be done to help the three of them but there wasn’t, was there? Turning away, she sighed, leaving Iolo to stand at the door for another few minutes, then he too sighed gustily and came inside, closing the door behind him.


The next time Chad Cameron saw them they were dragging a sledge. The pair of them were harnessed to it like a pair of horses pulling a plough, leather straps about their shoulders and under their armpits, attached to the big sledge which Jethro had himself knocked together for the purpose. Sometimes a farmer required his milled grain to be delivered back to him and for an agreed sum Jethro was prepared to oblige. After the mill was done for the day, of course, and his children had finished their work.


They strained against the straps which cut into their flesh, both of them leaning into it, their feet, wearing clogs today, he noticed, feeling for the snow-covered track that led up to Brett Farm. Despite the cold their young faces were dewed with sweat and the shirts they wore were soaked with it. Danny’s hair stuck to his forehead and Briony’s, which was tied back from her pinched face with the usual scrap of twine, had tiny beads along her hairline. The sledge was heaped with four enormous sacks of grain. They were both forced to stop when he led his mare in front of them, their breath scraping in their lungs, and Briony leaned even further forward and rested her hands on her knees. Danny wiped his face on his sleeve.


“We can’t stop, sir,” he pleaded, for he knew how hard it would be to get the thing going again, especially uphill.


“Take those damned harnesses off,” Chad heard himself snarl, without the slightest idea of what he proposed to do. “You’re not beasts of burden. Look at your sister. If I’m not mistaken those straps have chafed her skin to such an extent it’s beginning to bleed. I know it’s not your fault, lad,” as the boy’s face took a sullen turn. He got down from his mare and without so much as a by your leave eased the harness from Briony’s back and set her gently on the edge of the track.


“Sit there, child, and you too, lad, while I . . . while I . . .”


They sat obediently where he had put them, their heads hanging, their breathing slowly easing as he watched them, plucking at his lip, a habit he had when he was angry and yet had no way open to him to ease that anger. He could have had a donkey sent up, the one that pulled the lawnmower in his garden or the small farm cart but he knew it would make no difference to these children’s lives. They might have an easier day today but what about tomorrow and the next day? Jethro Marsden was not breaking the law which, if he had, would have been easy to deal with. Most children who were born and worked in the country, and in the towns as well, were accustomed to hard labour, to performing tasks that were beyond them. Many were in the hands of men who were not related to them and who exploited them beyond their frail strength. None of them attended school, even those who lived at home, and they were expected to fill their days with any work they were given, whatever their age or size. But the father of these two didn’t seem to care if he pulled their soft young bones from their sockets, crippled them, or even if he caused their deaths. He reduced them to trembling terror and there was nothing he, Chad Cameron, could do about it.


At a nudge from the boy to his sister they both rose reluctantly to their feet.


“We’ll have to get on, sir, or Faither’ll . . .”


“I’ll be over to see him about this, lad, and you can tell him so. He has no right to treat you like this.” But he knew he was wasting his breath, at this moment, and indeed if he should go and see Jethro Marsden. He could not tear his eyes away from the scrawny girl. Her collar bones, which showed above the neckline of her shirt, looked as though they were about to break through her delicate skin. Her pointed face, from which the black eye he had seen her receive had faded, looked up at him gravely, then she smiled, as she had done on that day and she was suddenly lit with that same incredible loveliness. A strange despair filled him and he wondered at it. He had always had a certain tenderness for those weaker than himself, animal or child, though he kept it well hidden, and this girl’s fragility and the way she was treated touched a raw nerve somewhere in his chest.


He turned away, ready to mount his mare but the boy’s apologetic voice stopped him.


“Sir . . .”


“Yes?”


“Could you . . . you see we can’t set the sledge to move without . . .”


What a bloody fool he was. Without being harnessed into the damned contraption and given a heave to start it these two children could not get it under way.


“Please, sir. We shall be in trouble if . . .”


Grimly, without a word, he hooked the leather straps to them and putting a shoulder to the back of the sledge gave it a mighty push up the slope. Even then he couldn’t let it go and the cowman in the yard at Brett Farm was astonished to see the old sledge belonging to Jethro Marsden, his two children harnessed to it as usual, being shoved into the yard by the immaculately dressed and commanding figure of Mr Chadwick Cameron of Longlake Edge.
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It was Chad Cameron’s old granny who had put the family on the road to prosperity, for it was she who had the sound business sense that her engaging and handsome husband had lacked, but which, fortunately, her son and grandson had inherited. Of course she had not been old then. She had been Miss Margaret Chadwick, the only child of a small but prosperous yeoman farmer with a thriving farm to the east of Penrith on the fertile plains surrounding the River Eamont. When it was obvious that she was all he was to have, Frank Chadwick, lacking sons, had sighed, made the best of a bad job and taught the lass all he had known. And not just about farming.


He had been owed a bit of money. The chap who owed it couldn’t pay so he had asked Frank if he’d accept some shares in a mining company and though they weren’t worth much Frank had agreed. Then, to his astonishment and the chap’s chagrin, they had suddenly become valuable and the one hundred and thirty-three pounds grew into several thousands. This had whetted Frank’s appetite and, in a small way, since he was a cautious man, he began to buy shares in this and that, to invest in this concern or that, sharing his knowledge and his foresight with his Maggie.


Maggie was a bonny lass, added to which she would come into money and property when her father was six feet under, and there were many young men, particularly among the farming community, who courted her. But her heart was lost one lovely day in May when dashing Archie Cameron rode into her father’s yard and politely asked the lad who was grooming one of the great Shire horses that pulled the plough if he might have a drink of water for his own smart grey.


Maggie had been in the dairy. She wore a snow-white apron over her serviceable grey cotton dress but she had pulled off her cap and her dark glossy hair tumbled about her face and down her back. She was the personification of robust country comeliness, rosy-cheeked, tall, full-breasted, and when she smiled her good white teeth gleamed in her honest face. Archie was enchanted. He himself came from what was known as the squirearchy. His family owned a manor house, once a small farm on the edge of Lake Ullswater built in the mid-sixteenth century by his forebears, much extended and improved but now falling into disrepair. Let it be said that he did not specifically marry Maggie for the wealth she would bring with her but it certainly helped to settle his mind. He was twenty-eight years old and she was twenty-four and by the time their first child was born two years later Maggie had pulled together the family fortunes, brought the house back to its former glory and begun building the small empire which her son and grandson strengthened even further. Archie was a good husband, merry, loving and faithful and when, ten years after they were married, he broke his neck in a fall from his grey she was devastated.


But Maggie Cameron, as she was now, was not one to brood over what could not be mended. She had kept the farm her father left to her. She could often be seen riding over there, skirting the town of Penrith, in her small gig to check on its progress under the agent she had put in to run it.


The house at Longlake Edge was surrounded by four and a half acres of formal terraced garden. Beyond the garden was extensive farming land, moorland, and the high peaks of the fells which all belonged to the Camerons. There were farms rented to tenants, some handed down from father to son, begun in the days of old Maggie: Brett Farm, Mell Farm and others, and the money inherited from her thrifty father multiplied again and again. She had invested in many of the industries of the Lakeland, copper and lead mining, slate quarrying, bobbin mills, since bobbins were much in demand in the textile industry of south Lancashire, several coppice woodlands, and when her grandson, Chad, named Chadwick after her side of the family, took over after the death of his father the Camerons were considered to be the wealthiest family in the district. Maggie lived to be sixty-one and there was not one day when she did not miss her husband who had gone before her twenty-seven years earlier. There was a streak of tenacious devotion, a faithfulness, a predisposition for loving only once in her life, something she had inherited from her father who mourned her own mother until the day he died. It was a characteristic passed on to her son and grandson, though as yet Chad Cameron had found no woman to whom he could devote himself. That is until he met Briony Marsden!


She was in the strip of woodland that stood between the corn mill and the start of his own land. The bluebells were a lake of azure and she was lying in them, thinking herself alone but for the dog beside her. Her arms were outstretched, her head thrown back, her knees bent, her skirts up above them, her eyes closed, and had it not been for the sudden stiffening of the dog, would have remained in this position. His mare’s hooves made no sound in the spring undergrowth and his dog, trained to stay by his side, did so, but the yellow mongrel stood up bravely and growled.


She sat up, hastily pulling at her skirt and he had time to note that the tiny buds which he had noticed last autumn had become rounded breasts, small, peaked and pushing out the front of her tight bodice. Her hair, which he had previously seen tied back with a bit of string, was loose and fell over her shoulder in a tangle of brown curls, glossy with a recent washing he thought, and her amazing blue eyes widened in consternation at the sight of him.


She scrambled to her feet as he dismounted.


“Please, don’t get up, Miss Marsden,” he heard himself saying formally just as though she were a lady of some consequence he had come across, perhaps on her own immaculate lawn. “The bluebells are very fine, are they not, and you look very comfortable among them.”


“I’m sorry, sir,” she stammered. “Am I trespassing? I didn’t know, you see, and when Faither took Danny to Penrith . . . it’s the county fair . . .”


“Yes, I know. I’ve just come from there but—”


“Danny was to drive the cart back with the livestock and other stuff while Faither—” She stopped abruptly but Chad could have finished the sentence for her. “While Father took himself off to the George Inn.”


“So you are playing truant, are you, Miss Marsden?” Aware that it was ridiculous to be calling this young girl from a different class than his own by the formal “Miss Marsden” but appallingly he was suddenly conscious that he did not know her name, her given name! And perhaps she was not aware of the meaning of the word “truant” with which the working classes would not be familiar.


It seemed she did. She smiled shyly and nodded. “Yes. Mother said I was to go. She knows how I love this time of the year . . . the bluebells, the trees coming into their finery. Spring is the start of the year, at least I think so but . . .” It was as though she suddenly realised, at least in her mind, that she was saying too much in the presence of this gentleman who was so far above her in station. She bobbed her head and her hair fell in a flowing curtain of shining silk across her face and he was quite enchanted. How pretty she was and how she had altered in the last few months. He had thought her to be about eleven, he remembered, since she was so small but he could see now that she was older. Her figure, even in the remnant of the bodice and skirt she wore, was rounded, slender, perfectly proportioned, a tiny waist with gently curving hips. Her skin was fine, without a blemish, smooth and the colour of pale honey, and he concluded she must spend time out of doors. The full coral pink of her mouth was startling against it. He stood before her, quite fascinated as the thick lashes about her eyes spread a dark fan nearly to her cheekbone and almost touched her eyebrows above. She blinked and a strand of her silky hair caught in them and without thought he lifted a hand and gently pushed it back, tucking it behind her ear. Her lips parted and she stood perfectly still and, at least for him, the moment was defined. He should mount his horse and ride away, he was perfectly well aware, for any man of his class knew where this sort of thing could lead. The gentleman and the milkmaid! The old story of the upper class exploiting the lower and, even as these thoughts twisted themselves around in his head, ridiculous thoughts since he had no intention of harming this young maid, he resolved to mount his mare and leave.


“Shall we sit down?” he said instead.


Obediently she sat. The turf was dry and mossy and the air pleasantly warm. The leaves on the trees, oak and beech and hornbeam, were pale and green, ethereal in their loveliness, the translucent light of spring giving them a beauty that would not be equalled throughout the year. Small woodland animals moved cautiously in the undergrowth but the dogs, who might have been expected to investigate, stayed where they were. They lay companionably together, their muzzles on their paws, their ears twitching, their eyes watchful, and the sun spangled between the branches of the trees fell on the smooth, well-cared-for coat of Chad’s dog, giving it an extra polish but highlighting the unbrushed state of the yellow mongrel.


There was a light breeze which moved the tremulous leaves and for several moments nothing was said, for neither knew where to begin. She was the miller’s daughter, young and unworldly in the presence of a man from another level of society, or indeed with any man for she had known none but her father and brother. She was ignorant of what gentlefolk spoke about and in a way he was the same though in reverse. He was twenty-nine, a man of sophistication well used to the company of women. Two sorts of women. Those who dined at his home and in whose fathers’ homes he was entertained. They were well bred and were treated with the respect their husbands or fathers demanded. The other sort were vastly different but always available to a man with money. When he needed it he could purchase anything he wanted to cater to his own masculine needs. He was known to be somewhat reserved, haughty even, but he was much in demand as a guest, for not only was he wealthy but he was a bachelor. Now he wished he had that facile ease with words that some men possessed, though why in God’s name he should need it now and what the devil he was doing here, trying to think of something to say to this young girl, was a mystery to him.


He sounded almost angry as he spoke. “And how is your mother, Miss—?” He broke off sharply and she turned in dismay, thinking him to be annoyed. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know your name.”


“It’s Briony.” Then she smiled and he could feel the lurching of his heart as it missed a beat. The last time he had seen her smile it had caused the same reaction. He didn’t return it, in fact he frowned and her smile slipped away.


“Briony.”


“Yes.” Her voice was hesitant, since she thought she had in some way unknown to her offended him. “It’s a plant.”


“Really.”


“Yes. Mother says there is black briony and white briony. I am white, she told me, though how she knows . . . well, they grow in hedgerows and . . .”


“Really?” he said again.


“Oh, yes. They’re very pretty.” She tried another smile.


“So are you,” he declared harshly, then sprang to his feet with such force she stared up at him in amazement. And could you wonder, he thought, as he reached for the reins of his mare which was quietly cropping the grass beneath the tree. His dog leaped up and so did hers, bristling, both of them in surprise. Why had he made that remark about her loveliness? What the bloody hell was he doing here anyway? he asked himself again as his mare, startled like the two dogs, moved in a nervous circle. He had one foot in the stirrup as he did his best to throw his leg over her rump, hopping about in what he knew was a foolish fashion. He was furious with himself, knowing he had been ready to while away the afternoon like some country bumpkin beneath the trees with a wench beside him and if any of his acquaintances had come across him they would have believed their eyes were playing them false. He was, for some reason, in a great rage and the innocent reason for it sat among the bluebells and watched him, bemused. What a bloody fool he was, he thought. Chad Cameron, the largest landowner in the district, a man of some consequence dallying with a country lass and the sooner he got on his horse and rode away the better.


She got to her feet. “Can I hold your horse, sir?” she asked him politely, and when with a muttered oath he got himself into the saddle and galloped off she stared after him in consternation.


“Now what was all that about?” she asked the dog. “What did I say to make him so mad? One minute he was polite and talking as nice as you please, next he’s off like an arrow from a bow. I like him though. He thinks I’m pretty, Sal. What d’you think of that? A great man like him,” she continued confidentially, lying back among the bluebells, putting her arm across the dog’s back as she lay down beside her and yawned. Briony yawned with her and the two of them began to doze and then, as the quiet hum of the woodland soothed them, both fell asleep.


She awoke with that slow dreaming the warm sun, the quiet companionship of the dog had induced in her, then, with a great start, sprang to her feet. She needed no watch, indeed she did not possess one, to tell her that it was late.


“Sweet Jesus,” she whispered as she began to run like the wind in the direction of the mill, dodging among the tall trunks of the trees, leaping across fallen logs and swathes of fern, the dog beside her. “Oh, sweet Jesus, don’t let him be back . . . please, don’t let him be home yet.” But Jesus didn’t listen to her and she could hear the commotion as she reached the gate, her breath sawing in her throat.


“What the bleedin’ hell d’you think this is,” her father was thundering, and, like a sparrow twittering in terror beneath the menace of the hawk, her mother was doing her best to protect her child, to explain that it was her fault that Briony was not there doing something, anything. Jethro considered that unless his children were in their beds asleep they should be occupied with some task and to find that his daughter was not where she should be when he came home had flung him into a livid rage.


“I don’t keep the lot of yer to loll about in idleness,” he roared, accompanying his words with a slap about his wife’s face.


“I know, Jethro, I know, and I wouldn’t have let her go but she’d done all her jobs and—”


“Done all her jobs! There’s a dozen jobs about the place she could have been at and what I want to know is why you didn’t get her to do ’em. I dunno, I’m away from’t place for an hour or two an’ when I come home I find the pair o’ yer actin’ like bloody ladies. You on yer bum by’t fire an’ ’er ladyship gone God knows where and with God knows who—”


“Oh, no, Jethro, she’s not with anyone, only Sal.”


“Don’t you interrupt me, yer daft bitch, an’ you,” swinging round to his son who stood by the cart ready to lift down the crate of young chickens and the roll of plain grey cloth purchased in the market from which Emily was expected to fashion their outfits. There were reels of cotton, a packet of needles and pins and several other articles such as a new pair of tongs and a copper kettle, for no matter how careful Emily was these things did wear out and needed replacing occasionally. Danny had unhitched the horse and put him in the stable but Jethro’s unexpected arrival had caught them unawares. They were not to know that, after insulting several of his customers and threatening to knock Joe Blamire’s bloody head off, the landlord of the George, with some help from Joe and the insulted customers, had thrown him out and barred him from returning. His mood could not have been more vicious.


“What the bleedin’ ’ell d’yer think yer doin’, hangin’ about like a half-wit waitin’ ter be told what ter do?” he snarled at his son. “Get that cart unloaded an’ look sharp about it.”


Suddenly he saw Briony creeping through the gateway, doing her best to escape his notice, the dog slinking at her heels and his face lit up at the sight of her. Emily moaned deep in her throat and Danny’s mouth, which already was beginning to set in a permanent grimace of anxiety, tightened into a white line.


“So, madam, yer’ve decided to come home, have yer? Now, isn’t that good of yer.” He began to smile, a smile of ruthless anticipation and Emily made some small movement, though what she meant to do could only be guessed at. Danny felt something tear inside him, as he knew his sister was in for some terrible punishment and though he didn’t want her to suffer it he hoped it was only a beating. He had seen the way his father had begun to look at her and his young manhood knew what that look meant. He was seventeen now, a tall boy but lean, strong enough to lift the sacks of grain and manhandle the tools and goods of their trade but without the physical or mental capabilities to stand up to his father.


“Right, miss, come over here where I can get a good look at yer. What yer been doin’ then, an’ who with?” He meant nothing by the last few words for he knew perfectly well there was not a man in the district who would dare even to speak to his lass but for some reason his daughter’s face flushed, the dough-like paleness of her terror turning to a rosy pink. At once Jethro Marsden sprang forward and grasped her by her forearms, shaking her like a stuffed doll so that her head flopped on her slender white neck and her tangled hair, still loose after her wild dash through the woods, fell about her in a curtain.


“Yer bloody dirty bitch, yer’ve been wi’ someone, haven’t yer? Yer’ve been messing about in them woods wi’ some man an’ by God I’ll find out who it is if I have ter take the skin from yer back. See, get inside. No, not you,” he snarled when his wife and son made a move to go with him as he dragged at the almost senseless figure of his daughter. “You two can get on with your work while I see to this idle little bitch.” From the expression on his face they were both made aware that he was going to enjoy it. “I’ll teach yer to—”


“No, you won’t.”


For a moment it seemed the very birds had stopped their murmurings. The chickens which pecked and strutted about the cobbled yard came to a standstill, or so it appeared, the dog cocked her head then slunk down on her belly and Emily turned her face to the wall in despair, for what she had feared for a long time was about to happen and surely murder would be done.


Jethro turned slowly, still holding Briony by the arm. Her feet barely touched the ground and she seemed to hang awkwardly in mid-air but her eyes, which had been glazed with terror, became sharply focused, fastening on her brother. He had a pitchfork in his hands and though his face was as grey as the ash in the fire bottom his eyes were alight with something none of them had ever seen before.


“Let go of her, you brute, or I swear I’ll kill you. Oh, yes, I’m well aware that you can take this pitchfork off me now and beat me to bloody pulp but I’m warning you that if you don’t let her go you’ll never have another night’s sleep. I’ll stick this in your chest” – brandishing the pitchfork – “when you’re in your bed and gladly swing for it.”


Jethro was so amazed he actually let go of Briony’s arm where five bruises from his thick fingers were already showing. She fell to her knees then scurried on them to her mother who picked her up and held her close.


“Well, bugger me if the lad’s not got balls after all, but yer know what? Yer going ter pay for this, my son. Oh, how yer going ter pay fer it. A bit of correction is needed, I can see that so put that bloody pitchfork down an’ come over here.” He laughed with pleasure, distracted from his “punishment” of his daughter by the thought of the hiding he would give his son and then he would attend to her.


Danny made a tentative threatening movement with the pitchfork but it was plain to see that the fire had gone out of him and he was terrified of the enormous brute who was advancing on him.


Jethro laughed more loudly and the birds and small animals who lived in the trees and undergrowth about the mill cowered back and were totally still and silent. The dog whimpered in the back of her throat and so did Briony, but something teased her memory and it came from the half-hour she had spent with Mr Cameron. Mr Cameron was an important man in these parts. Mr Cameron had said she was pretty and though she didn’t know why he should think so, or even say so, he was a man who could be trusted. He had come to their rescue once before and even her father had been wary of him. Mr Cameron . . .


“If you touch our Danny I’ll run for Mr Cameron, Faither. I was only speaking to him this afternoon. Yes, he was the man who . . . and he asked me about you,” she lied desperately, “and . . . well, he said if ever you beat me or Danny again I was to run for him. Doctor Travis is a magistrate and a friend of Mr Cameron’s and . . . well, you’d better let Danny go.”


They all three turned to stare at her, their mouths open, their eyes wide, and for once Jethro was stunned to silence. He swayed slightly, turning his head from his daughter to his son, ignoring his wife who was ready to faint in terror. In a maddened sort of way he was secretly proud of his children who had, for the first time, dared to stand up to him. Naturally there was something of him in them which explained it but until this afternoon they had never displayed it and he was nearly ready to smile and praise them. Of course he wouldn’t, for it didn’t do to let them get the upper hand, which is what they would think they had achieved if he allowed it. But just the same it had taken the edge off his rage and there was always another day. He thought he might just get out that bottle of brandy he had in the cupboard and have a little drink and then, when all this was put to one side and the three of them thought it was over, he would take the lad, strip him and leather him with the belt until his back bled. Then he would get the lass and . . . yes . . . Something pleasurable stirred in his crotch and he began to smile. Yes, he might just strip her and . . . what? What would he do to her? He didn’t know yet but he’d like to find out.


“Bloody hell,” he exclaimed mildly, “as I live and breathe, two little doves turned hawks. Who would have believed it? We’ll have that soft dog o’ yours snarling and turning wild next an’ happen yer spineless mother standin’ up fer herself. Wouldn’t that be summat ter see.” He smacked his thigh in what seemed to be high glee but his eyes were as cold and grey as the lake in winter. Not a prick or a gleam of light, just flat and blank and what his children knew was a terrible menace. They were well aware, as was his wife, that they would not be let off. That this would not be forgotten. He would get drunk now, blind and senselessly drunk, fall into his bed and sleep all night but tomorrow he would wake and remember. God help them.
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The dining-room looked splendid and Sarah Cameron felt a smug pride fill her, for it was all down to her. The table was a triumph, set with porcelain fashioned by Josiah Spode, so fine the light could be seen through it and hand-painted with gold swags around its edge and the letter “C” done in intricate curlicues in the centre. Margeret Cameron, once Chadwick, with the impeccable taste unusual in a simply bred country girl, had had it made specially, for she was proud of her alliance with a family from the gentry and had felt the need to display it. The cutlery was silver, eighteen places each flanked with an array of gleaming knives, forks and spoons and four delicate cut-crystal wine glasses. Snowy napkins, Sadie’s best work, were arranged in wings from which bloomed a fresh pink rosebud. There were flowers everywhere, hothouse roses decorating the length of the table between each scented candle and swathed at each corner in an arrangement of fern and ivy. The room was bathed in a subdued glow, from the candles which spaced the table and the polished sideboards, and from the fire, despite the season, which glowed on the hearth.


Sarah sighed in satisfaction, moving one of the exquisite finger bowls a fraction, careful not to spill the orange-scented water it contained. It was all perfect and she reflected on the outcome she hoped for. Their guests were men with whom Chadwick did business and their wives on whom she “called” and who called on her and it did no harm to let them see how successful her brother was, but there was another purpose to the dinner party. She was aware that Chadwick had no need of her help in finding himself a wife, for really he could have his pick of the suitable young ladies in Cumberland, but the one who had been invited this evening was suitable not only for Chad but for herself. She was realistic enough to know that one day Chad must marry if the line was to be perpetuated but it would make all the difference to her if a bride could be chosen who she herself could manage.


She straightened her already straight back and her lips thinned as she considered what this evening – and the months that would follow it – would mean to her. She had looked after Chadwick’s household since the age of nineteen – twelve years now – ever since her grandmother had died, her mother and father having gone two years earlier in a typhoid epidemic. She was the first lady of Longlake Edge and had no intention of giving up her authority, even when Chadwick married, and so the choice of a wife, the right choice was imperative. She had no intention of being pensioned off to what might be described as a “dower house”, relinquishing her position to some little madam who would demand the keys that had hung on Sarah’s belt for twelve years, who would give orders to Sarah’s servants, who would make decisions which might ripple Sarah’s very pleasant life. The young woman, the child really, who had been invited, with her parents, this evening, admirably fitted the bill.
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