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About the Book

The Chandlers had been making candles in Bolton for five hundred years, and had given their name to the village of Chandlers Green. The dynasty, now in decline and ruled by Richard Chandler, is reduced to an unhappy household and a few tenanted properties. 

But Richard continues to behave as though he were lord of the manor. Jean, his wife, is terrified of him; his aunt, Anna Chandler, has moved out of the house and is writing a history of candlemaking; his grown-up children despise him, but fear for their mother if they should leave home. And now Richard’s arch-enemy, Alf Martindale, is planning to move into his village, and Richard knows that the past is catching up with him fast. A crisis forces him to leave his manor for a while, and he has no way of knowing that Jean is arming herself against his return. The past and the present are about to come together in a way that can only end in tragedy . . .

A magnificent new novel from this powerful bestselling author.
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CHANDLERS GREEN

Ruth Hamilton



I dedicate this work to the township of Bolton, chartered in 1253 and celebrating its 750th anniversary in 2003.

Some facts about the town of which I am inordinately proud to be a daughter:

1253 – Bolton established by charter as a free borough.

1256 – Market chartered by Henry III.

1337 – Flemish yarn makers settled.

1631 – Population 500.

1641 – Grammar school founded.

1643 – Civil War – Bolton besieged with much bloodshed.

1651 – James, seventh Earl of Derby, beheaded in Churchgate.

1760 – Arkwright, founder of cotton factory system, kept a barber shop in Bolton.

1763 – Samuel Crompton, inventor of cotton mule, born in Bolton.

1763 – Cotton quilting and muslins first made in Bolton.

1791 – Canal to Bolton opened.

1828 – Bolton’s first railway.

1832 – First parliamentary election – population 41,195.

1901 – Population 168,215.

2001 – Population 261,037.

The most beautiful civic buildings oversee an excellent shopping centre. I spend many a day footling about in shops, researching in the library, getting help from the Bolton Evening News offices.

Countryside surrounding the town remains exquisite. Visitors should go to Hall i’ th’ Wood, where Crompton built his mule. This house, together with Rivington Pike and surrounding lands, was bequeathed to the people of the town by Lord Leverhulme, son of a Bolton trader who, after following his father into business, went on to manufacture Sunlight Soap and many other household brands at Port Sunlight on the Wirral.

There are parks, wonderful country pubs and restaurants, there is the best jeweller north of Birmingham, there are villages where weavers’ stone cottages stand row upon row with the Pennine foothills visible from their gardens. The Last Drop is a splendid place to the north, where craftsmen show their wares, and a day can be spent at an antique fair or simply wandering through the little lanes.

Sorry to sound like a travelogue – but I want to share my wonderful town with others. Perhaps I am biased, but it remains the best town I know. I have enormous respect for Liverpool, but my aim is to buy one of those weavers’ cottages as a second home, because I love two places and I want to own a small slice of both.

Last, never least, I pay homage to the people of Bolton, who fed, educated and clothed me from the civic purse. I can never repay my debt to the town, but I hope the books bring back memories and encourage others to take an interest in this, the largest seat of the Industrial Revolution in the north.

Ruthie
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ONE

The house was white and square, three windows across the top, two at the bottom, a large black door in the centre. Its roof was of grey-purple slate and the whole façade was covered in Virginia creeper, so pretty in the autumn, its leaves russet-coloured as they crisped their way towards the year’s end.

‘It’s lovely.’ Leena Martindale stepped back to take in the whole view, her heels suspended over the edge of a narrow pavement. ‘Eeh, I never thought we’d be living in a place like this, Alf. It’s like a dream come true, isn’t it? Tell me I’ll not wake up in a minute, love. Tell me it’s real.’ She would surely come to her full senses any second now, would be back in Emblem Street, mills to the left, mills to the right, chimneys belching into the sky for hours each day.

‘It’s real, Leena. God knows we worked long and hard enough for it. We’re as good as any of them round here now, love – even yon pot-bellied bugger up at the grange. Wait till he realizes it’s us, eh? That’ll take the skin off his rice pudding.’ Alf managed, just, not to rub his hands together in glee. He had trounced Chandler for the second time and the feeling was more than good – it was glorious. There would be no beating the first occasion, of course, because that had been a show-stopper … No, no, he must not laugh out loud.

Leena walked forward and opened the gate. Unused to movement, the black-painted wood creaked, while its hinges screamed for oil as they dropped flakes of rust onto the weed-covered path. ‘It’s not been shifted in a while, this gate,’ she commented as she led her husband towards their new home. She pointed to a gap in the fence. ‘I reckon folk have been coming and going through that hole. Eeh, the whole place looks sad. But I don’t care what state it’s in, Alf. We’re here. We’re up on the moors and no bugger can say different.’ Here, she could get better; here, her lungs would heal, would learn their full capacity all over again, no smoke, no fumes, no specks of scarlet contained within a white handkerchief.

They had bought the house unseen, had negotiated through agents and solicitors, had mentioned to no-one that they would be moving out of Bolton and up the moorlands to a village so select that it was beyond the reach of most ordinary folk. Aye, well, there’d be a few eyes wiped when the removal van arrived, because Alf and Leena Martindale were not doctors or lawyers, were not any kind of gentry, landed or otherwise; they had made their fortune through collecting rubbish thrown out by rich and poor alike. Alf, the rag-and-bone man, and Leena, the ex-char, had reached for the stars.

Proud of what they had achieved, they were nervous nevertheless, because the move felt like the biggest stride since the Eighth Army had hopped across from North Africa … Time froze for several seconds as the pair hovered on the brink of this new horizon, this fresh and much-needed new start.

‘They won’t like us,’ said Leena as Alf broke the moment by turning the key in its aged lock. ‘We’ll be like sore thumbs.’

Alf laughed. ‘He won’t like it and that’s for certain sure. But he can bloody whistle, because we’ve bought outright, our money’s as good as anybody’s and, on top of all that, I can’t wait to see his face when he finds out.’

This was Richard Chandler’s patch. He acted as lord of the manor, carried on as if he owned everything and everybody for miles around, but he seemed to have forgotten this one empty house at the edge of his principality, the property of an eccentric and housebound spinster who had faded away just weeks earlier. Alf had kept his ear to the ground for ages, had jumped in as soon as the house had become available. And now, here they were, bold as brass and ready to knock the place into shape. ‘Hang on,’ he said.

Leena giggled like a newly-wed when he lifted her up and carried her over the threshold. After over twenty-five years of marriage, she was not the slender maiden who had stood at the altar of Sts Peter and Paul, was no longer the shy, awkward girl from the bottom of Deane Road. As for Alf, who was nearing fifty, three decades of heavy lifting had taken its toll, so he was glad when Leena was safely deposited in the hall. ‘It smells funny,’ she remarked.

‘Aye, that’s what the surveyor said.’ Alf regained his breath after a few seconds. ‘Give yourself no more second helpings of black pudding in future, lass – I’ve lifted four-poster bedsteads lighter than you.’ He inhaled. ‘Dry rot,’ was the pronouncement. ‘Don’t worry, it’s all in hand.’ This place would be like a little palace once the rough edges had been knocked off. Alf would make it shine, he would, bugger the cost.

At each side of the hall, a door led to twin rooms, both square, both with nice old fireplaces that screamed for a good scrubbing. Behind the room on the left there was another square area, probably the dining room, and on the opposite side a large kitchen led to a back garden of mammoth proportions. ‘The jungle was thrown in with the price,’ said Alf. ‘It’ll take an army to shift that lot. Poor old girl depended on her neighbours towards the end, and they couldn’t look after her and the garden too. We’ll need farm machinery to get through the weeds – we could well find half a dozen bloody lions living out there.’

But Leena was already designing her kitchen, was planning on moving the sink, arranging cupboards and shelves, was wondering whether to have a table and chairs near the window. Aye, once the garden was tidied, there’d be a cracking view from the kitchen – it would be like eating out on the lawn. French windows, perhaps? There was no house behind, just miles of open land, no-one to overlook the cottage. Cottage? Compared to their current home, this was a mansion. She gulped. It was all going to be so different, so splendid. She could see it as it would be after the work was finished, a small mansion, four bedrooms, a proper bathroom, lawns, flower beds.

‘Mice,’ announced Alf. ‘I can smell ’em.’

‘At least there’s gas and electric now.’ Leena was thinking about new pots and pans, nice bright curtains and a great big cooker. ‘I could grow my own herbs.’ Oh, she would get used to this place, all right. She pictured herself baking, crusty loaves set out on cooling racks, meat-and-potato pies, fancy cakes for the weekends. They could have family and friends round, give them a lovely treat for Christmas, carols by the fire, mince pies, a drop of port. Any minute now, she would die of happiness, because her heart was fit to burst.

They went back to the hall, ascended the stairs gingerly, aware that dry rot might cause the steps to give way at any second. They found four bedrooms and a bathroom that seemed not to have been cleaned for about half a century. The lavatory was a disgrace, filthy enough to make anyone gag, but Alf and Leena took it in their stride – as dealers in scrap and dirt, they were inured to the seamier side of life.

‘It’s just what I’ve always wanted.’

Alf agreed. ‘Worth all the scrimping and saving, eh? But I still think we should keep it to ourselves. With all that wants doing, we’ll not see this straight till Christmas – even then, we’ll be lucky. Aye, we shall do it in style, love, no cutting corners. I’ve at least fifteen years’ work left in me, so we’ll not go short. And when them policies come in, there’ll be enough for a grand retirement.’

Leena’s eyes pricked. They’d never been deprived and their children had been adequately provided for, but there was no comparison between Claughton Cottage and the poky little house in Emblem Street, the place that had been their home since just before the war. So, they had reached their goal. The kids were grown and educated, the worst was behind them, the best was here. What was more, this place had come cheap and, once done up, would be a fine legacy for Marie and Colin.

Alf was measuring a wall. He had seen some wardrobes in a house that wanted clearing, big, solid items with fancy handles and mirrored doors. Was there space for a four-poster? ‘Yon little bedroom should do for your sewing,’ he told her. He was proud of his wife; she did dressmaking, embroidery, water-colours and fancy knitting. Not many men from the bottom end could boast a wife as talented as his Leena was.

‘Well, what I thought was—’ Leena’s words froze in her throat. ‘Did you hear that?’ she whispered.

‘I did.’ They both crept to the door. Alf put a finger to his lips. ‘Shh,’ he whispered.

A voice floated up the stairwell; Leena and Alf stood listening at the bedroom door.

‘I’ve keys to most houses,’ said the man. ‘Of course, my family can trace its ancestry back to the fourteenth century – we believe that our name was taken from the original art of candle-making, just as Thatchers and Masons got theirs from other crafts. We owned the whole village for hundreds of years. The houses were tenanted, but my father and I sold many of them off – we are firm believers in owner-occupation. One has to move with the times, you see.’

Leena and Alf looked at each other. The enemy was below, was making the noises of battle, would have to be routed, yet Alf was suddenly apprehensive.

‘Are these floors safe?’ asked a female. ‘It seems to have been rather neglected.’

‘Miss Forrester was not able to look after herself for many years,’ the man explained. ‘She became very frail and we had to make sure that the whole village pulled its weight in caring for her. There is great camaraderie in Chandlers Green.’

Alf had taken enough and temper began to rise to the surface, bringing with it the pride he had learnt in the army, the pride that had defeated the man who was currently invading his property. Much as he would have preferred his entrance into Chandlers Green to be unannounced, Alf realized that the pair downstairs would want to see the upper floor, too, and that he and Leena would be discovered very shortly. ‘Who’s there?’ he shouted, motioning his wife to remain where she was. He moved to the top of the stairs.

Richard Chandler arrived in the hall. ‘Who are you?’

‘I asked first,’ answered Alf. ‘What are you doing in my house?’

‘Your house?’ The big man’s face took on a purplish hue.

‘Bought and paid for through Sykes and Moorhead,’ answered Alf. ‘In cash, deeds in a bank vault, all done, dusted and tied up in pretty red ribbon, Dickie. All right? Is that enough information, or do you want to know what I had for my breakfast?’ Mortgage-free, the proud owner of Claughton Cottage bestrode the landing, sturdy legs set wide, arms folding themselves in a gesture of triumph, eyes goading the interloper to make further comment.

Chandler’s eyes narrowed. There was something familiar about the intruder’s face, yet he could not quite manage to place him. ‘I tend to vet the purchasers of property hereabouts,’ he blustered. ‘I had no idea that anyone had looked at this house—’

‘Aye, well, you’d have to be up very early in the morning to beat me to it, Dickie Chandler. You don’t remember me, do you? Fusiliers, saved your life, then you tried to get me court-martialled on a trumped-up charge that was overturned? Come on, lad, think back. You left the regiment with your head bowed, didn’t you, eh? And I was the one who got the medals.’ Momentarily ashamed, Alf wished that he had not bragged about his decorations, but the words were out, had reached the ears of his foe.

Richard Chandler staggered back, his involuntary progress impeded only by a noisy collision with the closed front door.

‘Don’t be banging into any of Miss Forrester’s effects,’ said Alf calmly, ‘only her nephew sold it all, lock, stock and pepper pot. I shall be having the place gutted, of course. Chandlers Green isn’t what it was, is it? Never thought I’d see the day when a lowlife like me could buy into it.’ Go on, he urged inwardly, do us all a favour and have the bloody stroke you deserve, you bad bastard.

Richard Chandler was having trouble with his breathing. His companion, clearly disturbed and embarrassed by the exchange, walked into one of the living rooms and closed the door. Leena, also a reluctant ear-witness, tried not to breathe at all as she stayed well out of view. This was the last thing she had anticipated; oh, it would have happened eventually, but she had wanted the house right and occupied first. This way, she felt that Alf was at a disadvantage, because the house was like the wreck of the Hesperus and neither Martindale had got dressed up to visit this dilapidated place.

Good God. Chandler righted himself with difficulty. Here stood his Nemesis, Sergeant Alfred Martindale, the man who had stolen everything from him, who had left him bloody, bowed and disgraced in the eyes of his fellow officers – how the hell had the man managed this coup? ‘Sykes and Moorhead should have kept me advised in the matter,’ he said. ‘I am always informed about what is to happen in this village.’

Alf exhaled slowly before framing his reply. ‘Sykes and Moorhead did the best for their client, which is what they get paid for. This is 1960, you know, not the Dark Ages. Life’s a free-for-all now, never mind them who thinks they’re better than the rest of us. I worked for this place, I earned it. I didn’t sit on my arse while my dad paid my bills.’ And that was another thing. ‘Your father still owns yon land.’ Alf jerked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘But you keep him locked up, don’t you? Aye, we’ve all heard.’

Richard Chandler shivered involuntarily. With the deeds in the bank, house bought and paid for, what was to be done? ‘If it takes me the rest of my life, Martindale, I shall make sure you live to regret this day.’ These words were delivered in a tone that was quiet, but menacing.

‘Why? Did you feel safe while I was down in Bolton? And are you threatening me? Because I’ve a witness in a bedroom here, Mr Chandler, a chap measuring up for wardrobes. Shall I get him to write down six feet by four with a tall lid to fit over that paunch of yours? So we can bury you? Full military honours, of course.’

Richard Chandler had taken enough. He fetched his prospective purchaser from the living room and led her outside.

‘The key,’ called Alf just before the door closed. ‘And if owt happens to this place, like spontaneous combustion or flooding, I shall know who to blame.’

The door slammed, then the key clattered through the letter box.

‘I’ll get the locks changed tomorrow,’ Alf told his wife. ‘I wouldn’t put it past him to have copies of every bloody key in this village. I hope other folk have had the sense to make themselves safe from him. He can’t go marching about as if he owns the whole flaming world, Leena.’

Leena sank onto the top stair. ‘Have we done right, love?’

‘Course we have. It’s nice up here, fresh air, lovely views, places where we can walk without ever seeing a factory chimney. All my life, this is what I’ve wanted.’

‘Because of him? Has it all been to get your own back?’

Alf sat beside his wife and placed an arm across her shoulders. ‘No, it’s been about you, love, especially since you had the TB. Me and our Marie and our Colin – we thought we were losing you when you went up to that open-air hospital. What’s the point of them policies, eh? What use would they be if you died from breathing in the filth we get down yon? It’s all settled. This is a high-up place in more ways than one, a decent village with good air and a chance for you to grow strong.’

‘I am strong. We could have gone to Bromley Cross or Edgworth.’

‘This is higher.’

‘This is where you can rub his nose in his own mess, too.’

He paused before answering. ‘Aye, happen there’s summat in what you say, Leena. But we’ve done it now. If you like, I’ll smarten the place up and sell it on, then we can get somewhere else nice. Whatever you want, love.’

She pondered for a few seconds. ‘I’d like to live in this house. It’s as if I can feel her here, as if she wants me to take over.’

‘Who?’

‘Miss Forrester, you daft lummox. Keep her clock. I feel as though we should start it up again – I’m sure she’d like that.’

‘Still a romantic, eh?’

She nudged him with her elbow. ‘Take me home, lad. I’m starving – I could do murder twice over for a toasted teacake.’

Number 34 Emblem Street managed to be a cut above its neighbours. There was no undue pride attributed to its occupants, but the Martindales lived well, kept their house in good order and obviously had a few bob tucked away. This situation was accepted with equanimity by the neighbours, because Leena and Alf Martindale had never feared hard work, had not carried on as if they felt better than the rest.

Marie Martindale, a lively and pretty girl in her early twenties, remained at home with her parents. She had her fair share of followers, but no-one had taken her fancy thus far and she often declared herself to be ‘on the warpath’ whenever she went out with her friends. Educated at the Catholic grammar school, she was a good all-rounder with no particular interest in academia, though she held down a decent job as a legal secretary and was generally considered to be a competent employee.

Her mam and dad were up to something. They had rattled off in the van straight after dinner and Mam’s face had been flushed. It hadn’t been that TB flush, the horrible harbinger that had appeared a few years ago just before the diagnosis. Oh, no, Leena Martindale was up to something, as was her husband. There’d been a fair amount of electricity in the air for a few weeks; many a time, Marie had felt words hanging in the air, sentences curtailed when she or her visiting brother had entered the room.

She dragged a hasty comb through her dark blond hair and prepared to nip next door. It was time to have a conflab with Mam’s best friend, Elsie Ramsden. Elsie was clever enough, but she sometimes let the odd thing slip when her tongue wandered off on its own. Bert Ramsden, husband of the good woman, had been heard to say that Elsie’s gob should be kept on a lead and have a licence propped behind the clock, but that was Bert all over.

Marie pushed open the door of number 32. ‘Hello?’ she called. ‘Anybody in?’

‘I’m in,’ shouted Elsie. ‘I’m ironing. I’ve been ironing since the relief of flaming Mafeking – that’s how it feels, any road.’

Marie walked down the narrow hall and entered the kitchen. ‘Shall I do a bit for you? Only I’ve got today off, so I’m at a loose end. Mam and Dad have gone off somewhere secret.’

Elsie pushed a hand through greying brown hair. ‘Secret? Alf and Leena don’t have secrets. Your mam couldn’t keep a secret if you put her behind lock and key and Elastoplasted her gob. Here, love, do this couple of shirts while I make a brew. I’m exhaustificated.’

Marie picked up the iron and tackled a collar. ‘They’ve gone funny,’ she said. ‘They talk about something, then they stop.’

Elsie paused, two cups in her hands. ‘Everybody talks and stops. Even I stop. Mind, Bert says I don’t, but I do.’ She plonked the cups on the table, found milk and sugar, emptied some biscuits onto a plate. ‘She’s not ill again, is she?’

‘I don’t think so. But she’s … she’s concentrating. So’s my dad. And she’s stopped sewing and she’s done no knitting for a while.’

Tea forgotten, Elsie sat down, pulled half a Woodbine from behind an ear and set light to it. ‘Happen it’s the change of life.’ Marie shook her head. ‘She’s finished with all that, it stopped all of a sudden when she had the TB. And what about Dad? Men don’t get a change of life, do they?’

‘Well, I think they do. And if they don’t, they should. Aye, I think my Bert’s changed, and I’d change him again if I could. Only I wouldn’t be able to make me mind up, Marie. I’d change him for Fred Astaire or Gregory Peck – Fred’s got the feet and Greg’s got the looks and the beef. We need two husbands, really – one for jobs around the house and the other for the dance hall.’

Marie laughed.

‘But they do go funny, just like women do. They start thinking. You can tell when they’re thinking, ’cos there’s a funny noise, a bit like an engine what needs oil. They sit in corners and brood. Does your dad do that?’

‘No, he does sums on bits of paper.’

‘Does he? That sounds a bit dangerous, Marie. He’ll be getting his brain all overheated if he does sums. Mind, they’re all right working out the horses or the dogs – give them the odds and they’ll tell you the exact winnings, plus what colour the animal is and what it’s had for its breakfast.’

Marie grinned. Elsie Ramsden had been a part of her existence for ever. Life without Elsie would have been Blackpool without sand, chips with no vinegar, King Lear without his Fool. She turned the shirt and attacked the back. ‘Weren’t you making tea, Elsie?’

‘Ooh, yes. Good job me head’s stuck to me body, else I’d be leaving it in the Co-op.’ She jumped up and got on with the task of tea-making. As she scalded the pot, she considered what Marie had just said. When she came to think about it, there had been something bubbling next door, a damped-down excitement, a glazed expression on Leena’s face when she had been hanging her washing out in the back street.

‘Sit down,’ she told Marie when the tea was brewed. She poured, added milk, passed the sugar bowl to her young neighbour. ‘You still not courting?’

‘No.’

‘What’s the matter with you?’

Marie shrugged. ‘I can’t be bothered. They either want your knickers off or they’re too drunk to remember what knickers are. I still knock about with Josie Maguire and Aggie Turner. They’re like me – they’re still looking for somebody with brains and looks. Aggie had a fling with a librarian, but she felt as if he wanted to return her within the fortnight, so she gave him up as a bad job before she got stamped and listed as overdue.’

‘Shame,’ said Elsie before guffawing. ‘So, what the hell’s your mother up to? Do you want me to ask her? I have a way of making folk talk when I set my mind to it.’

Marie shook her head. ‘No. I’ve a feeling it’s one of those things she’ll announce all of a sudden when she’s ready. I just thought you might have known something, that’s all. Best leave them, Elsie, let them play their little games. It’s very hard rearing parents in this day and age. Something to do with the war, I’ll bet. Their emotional development got arrested by Hitler. I think I’ll sue Germany.’

Elsie glanced up at a photograph on the mantelpiece, an enlarged black-and-white picture of a very young man in RAF uniform.

‘I’m sorry, Elsie,’ said Marie, ‘I never thought.’

Elsie bit down on a digestive. She was very proud of their Brian, a grand boy who had gone down in the Battle of Britain, one of many lads from hereabouts who had never returned when the mess had ended. ‘It’s all right, love. I’m used to it.’

‘I wish you hadn’t had to get used to it, Elsie.’

‘So do I. The worst thing is him not having a grave. When folk go over to cemeteries in Italy and France, when they get the chance to stand there and pray, put flowers on a grave – eeh, I do envy them. Mavis Liptrott from John Street took some soil across and put it on their Ian’s plot in Florence – a bit of England. But there were nowt left of our Brian.’

Marie felt like biting off her own tongue. Elsie was supposed to be the one with the runaway mouth, yet this wasn’t her fault, it was Marie’s doing. She reached across and held Elsie’s hand. ‘Remember when I used to call you Auntie Elthie? When I had that lithp?’

‘Aye, I do.’

‘Well, you’re thtill my Auntie Elthie. And you alwayth will be.’

‘I know, love. Finish them shirts, will you? Me feet feel like they’ve been in the oven half the morning, nicely risen and ready for butter and jam. Hey, and if you find out what Leena and Alf are up to, give us the nod. It might be a bank job. If it is, make them leave the Trustee alone – my bit of money’s in yon.’

Marie finished the ironing while Elsie ran through a list of her husband’s escapades on the building site, then she kissed her on the cheek and went home. The house was still empty and Marie remained absolutely certain that her truanting parents were up to no good.

Richard Chandler stamped his way up the path to Chandlers Grange. He felt as if he had been kicked all over, stuffing gone, bones turned to jelly, a headache like a spinning jenny grinding loudly above his eyes. Alfred Martindale, hero, had pulled the rug yet again from beneath the feet of his betters. Well, something had to be done.

He clattered through the vast hallway, threw his walking stick onto a central table and marched up the curving stairway. He couldn’t even talk about it, had no wish to remind others of events from more than fifteen years ago. Oh, he had explained it all away, had given an adequate account of himself, but here came the living ghost to haunt him all over again.

In his room, he sank onto a chair in front of his writing bureau, elbows on the blotter, head in hands. He closed his eyes, was back in France, blood and sweat everywhere, that searing pain when the bullet sank its nose into soft flesh, the impact as his body folded to the ground. Along came Alfred Martindale, blood on his own face from a flesh-wound—

The bedroom door opened. ‘Richard? Would you like—’

‘Out!’ he roared.

The door closed.

He was carried by Martindale, was left in a bush, lay there with his eyes fixed on his saviour. Martindale abandoned him there and ran off, not towards the sound of battle, but away, back to where he had found Richard. Coward. Bloody yellow-belly, trying to save himself and bugger his fellows.

From his hospital cot, Major Chandler had accused Martindale of desertion. The latter had said nothing in his own defence and had been contained in a prefabricated hut pending hearing.

God. Richard Chandler opened his eyes, saw the scenario, entered it again. Captain George Fenner came into the tent, was sitting in a wheelchair, a medic pushing him along. Captain George Fenner was never to walk again, but he had walked all over Major Richard Chandler. Sergeant Martindale had not deserted; he had gone back for this second wounded officer, had shifted the major first, had assessed that of the two officers Chandler had been the less seriously wounded, so, trained to save the saveable, had rescued him first.

Once Major Chandler had been settled under cover, Alfred Martindale had returned to the scene and had carried the captain’s broken body for over half a mile. In a coma for days, Captain Fenner had recovered against all odds and had come forward in great pain to speak the truth.

‘Damn him, too,’ spat Richard.

Oh, the praise that had been heaped on Sergeant Martindale, such an intelligent soldier, should have a commission, would certainly be awarded medals. Victoria Cross, no less.

‘While I got a rollocking.’ He leaned back in the chair. The cracks had all been papered over, of course, but the stalwart silence of the accused had stood him in good stead, while Richard Chandler had been avoided after that, had suffered a loss of respect from his fellow officers and from the ranks below him.

The man had saved his life and would never be forgiven for that. If it had been somebody else – anybody else – but no, that cocky-yet-quiet fusilier had taken the curtain call, had been cheered, decorated, had even received the Bar for saving the life of Captain Fenner. An accidental hero, a conscript too sure of himself, Alfred Martindale had now planted himself on land that was sacred to the Chandler clan.

Something had to be done. What, though? If only Miss Forrester’s nephew had come to him for advice before putting Claughton Cottage on the market – damn. But the nephew had operated from a distance, did not live in the north, had gone straight to the estate agent.

He looked up at a painting on the wall above his bureau, an oil executed at least three hundred years ago, the stone-built factory in which his ancestors had created candles for churches, for palaces and for ordinary homes. What was left now? Just the grange, a handful of cottages, a few hundred acres of land. And the family. The family? Father, confined to his room due to frailty, had become senile, had developed the unseemly habit of trying to force his feeble flesh on anyone who happened to be female. Richard squirmed when he thought of Father; but the right thing had been done, because the old man could no longer hold the reins – yes, yes, getting rid of Father had been justifiable.

Then the wife, the children – best not to think about them, either. If he thought long and hard enough about Jean, he was likely to run round in circles until he dropped dead. Jean, the fragrant one who had put her head round his door a few minutes ago, Jean the expensive one who spent a fortune on clothes, shoes, jewellery and make-up, Jean whom he disliked to the point where he would have paid somebody to run off with her. Who would want her, though? She had the brains of an oyster, yet sense enough to keep the pearl.

Someone tapped at the door.

‘Come,’ he bellowed.

And in she came, the blue-eyed girl, yesterday’s news, face caked in powder, mouth set in downturned and petulant mode, hair in the daytime ponytail that was far too young for her. She looked at him, was clearly trying to assess his mood, though she had not the brain required. ‘An invitation from Dr Beddows,’ she said, ‘a drinks party on Friday – would you like to go?’

‘I shall go,’ he replied. ‘Anything else?’

She was hovering like a dragonfly, seemed unsure of where to land. ‘Are you all right, Richard?’

‘I am absolutely spiffing,’ he answered, ‘never better, in the pink, like a dog with two tails. I am in a state of rapture.’

Jean Chandler frowned. He was being sarcastic again and she had never got used to this mood of his. Why couldn’t he answer questions properly, directly and truthfully? She didn’t ask him to love her, she had given up on that years ago; but surely he could manage civility? ‘Very well, I shall let them know.’ No, she didn’t want the love of this creature.

‘Do that.’

She turned to leave.

‘Then get to town and have that ridiculous hair cut. You will never be seventeen again, so try a more dignified look.’

Jean paused in the doorway. The fat pig was mocking her. She wanted to scream, needed to tell him how ugly he was, but she dared not. All the haircuts in the world would never improve him, bloated monster that he was becoming. Too fond of his food and drink, he was as hideous as mortal sin. ‘I put my hair up in the evenings,’ she said sweetly, ‘but I shall certainly give some thought to your kind suggestion, Richard.’ She closed the door.

Out on the landing, she paused to catch her breath. For the sake of her children and for the sake of the staff, Jean Chandler kept her feelings inside. But they grew like cancer, collected in a solid mass that was becoming difficult to contain. Only one person knew how she truly felt; it was to that person she ran when her breath returned. Nanny Foster would soothe the wounds.

* * *

Sally Foster was making cakes. Wrapped in a pristine white apron and with a streak of flour on her right cheek, she pushed the tray into the oven, then set the kettle to boil. It was going to be one of those days; she had heard him coming in, had flinched when his stick had hit the table. The table was worth a small fortune, while he, self-appointed monarch of all he surveyed, was worth nowt a pound.

She picked up mixing bowl and spoons, set them to soak. Mrs Jean, all excited because of an invitation, had gone upstairs to talk to him. Sally judged that her mistress would arrive in the kitchen within the next thirty seconds. There would have been a minute to tell him, a minute of insults, another minute on the landing waiting for the upset to die down. Aye, any second now, Mrs Jean would run into the kitchen.

Sally had been with the Chandlers for many years. Originally nanny to the children, she was now responsible for the running of the household and had grown very close to the mistress of Chandlers Grange. That daft swine upstairs considered his wife to be stupid, but Sally Foster knew differently. Mrs Jean had kept herself out of harm’s way by acting in a childlike fashion. In real terms, she owned twice the brainpower of the dolt she had married.

As Sally had predicted, Jean Chandler flounced into the room and threw herself into one of the chairs at the scrubbed table. ‘One of his moods,’ she said.

‘Well, I warned you, Mrs Jean. He came back earlier on in a temper that could have ruptured an artery – banging about like a mad thing, stamping up the stairs – he sounded like an army on his own. All we needed was a couple of drums and a bugle.’

‘I hate him.’

‘Don’t waste your hate on him, Mrs Jean. He’s not worth the effort. See, if you let him know he’s getting to you, he’ll go even worse. All cowards are like that – they’re bullies, every one of them. Just stop setting yourself up as a target.’

Jean sniffed. ‘Never mind. Let’s hope he goes round to Polly Fishwick’s house – let her take the brunt of it. At least I have had my bedroom to myself since he started to associate with her. I couldn’t bear him to come near me again, Sally. I think I would kill him if he touched me.’

The housekeeper frowned. ‘Pol’s no fool, you know. If he goes too far with her, she’ll likely clout him with the poker. That was why her husband left home – he couldn’t manage her temper. Crowned him with her frying pan, she did, hit him so hard that she had to buy a new pan. She’s kept the old one, though, has it hung up like an ornament, like a medal she’s won.’

Jean felt the bubble rising in her throat. The image of Richard Chandler being assaulted by his very large and extremely energetic mistress proved too much to bear. When her giggles had died down, she spoke again. ‘Polly is living there rent-free – she’d be homeless if she attacked him.’

Sally smiled broadly. ‘Homeless or a heroine – depends how hard she hits him, eh? She’s big enough to bury him, that’s for certain sure. Aye, if she did him in, I reckon you’d let her stay there for ever, eh? For services rendered.’

‘I’d give her a gold clock, Sally.’

‘No, she’d sooner have fish and chips. Come on, cheer up, there’s worse things happen at sea. Would you like a cup of Earl Grey and a nice scone? Eh? Or something stronger, a nip of brandy?’

‘Just the tea, thanks, Sally. I don’t know what I would do without you.’

Sally Foster felt the burden acutely. She was unquestioningly loyal to Mrs Jean, but she wished that others might share the responsibility. The Chandlers enjoyed a large circle of acquaintances, yet no-one save Sally was aware of the state of their marriage. He was seldom pleasant to anyone, so Richard Chandler’s attitude towards his wife was never remarked upon. But here, in his own home, his cruelty was such that Sally sometimes worried for the dear woman’s sanity. ‘I wish you’d leave him,’ she whispered.

‘Nowhere to go,’ came the weary answer, ‘nowhere to go, Sally.’

Polly Fishwick, a woman of considerable size, retained much of the prettiness she had displayed in youth. With black hair that now required assistance to retain its raven sheen, she was blue-eyed and even-featured, though her temper did not reflect the regularity of her facial arrangement. Her husband, a woodsman who had been in the employ of Richard Chandler, had abandoned her after a concussion had laid him low for several days.

She was washing dishes at the kitchen sink, a slight smile playing on her lips as she glanced at the pan hanging to the left of her window. Dented to the point of malformation, this was the instrument with which she had inflicted injury on Derek. She kept it as a trophy, was proud of her power, was relieved to have rid herself of the lily-livered man.

The row had been about Chandler, of course. Tired of his insipid wife, he had sought solace in the company of Polly, whose cottage, at the edge of the woods, was isolated. The day of reckoning had arrived, inevitably, and the frying pan had borne the brunt of it. Ah, well, she was comfortable, nothing was expected of her and the job was a doddle. As for the frying pan – that had been easily replaced at the village store.

The back door crashed inward. ‘Pol?’

‘Hello, Richard. I wasn’t expecting you just yet, would have had a bath if I’d known you were coming this afternoon.’ She dried her hands. ‘Richard?’

‘I just want to sit down.’ He walked through to the front room and parked himself in an easy chair that was rather less than clean. Pol was a woman with a generous nature, but she did tend to stint on her housework. Still, he could sit here without catching sight of Jean and without coming under the baleful gaze of Sally Foster, the witch who ran the household.

Pol joined him. Sensible enough to know when to keep her mouth shut, she stretched herself out and toasted her toes at the fire. With the big man, it had to be a case of softly, softly, because she depended on him completely for shelter, food and clothing. He was seething. She could tell from his colour and by the expression on his face that something had upset him. In fact, he looked more than upset – the man was clearly furious.

He raised his head and looked at her. ‘Sometimes, Pol, life gets too much. Do you know what I mean?’

She didn’t. ‘Oh, yes, I’ve been fed up many a time meself. You get so as there’s no reason to carry on, don’t you?’

‘Oh no, not me. I get to the point where I wonder why other people carry on. There are two kinds of people in this world – my kind and the wrong kind.’

‘Which am I?’

He raised his eyebrows, studied her for a few beats of time. ‘Neither. You just fitted me for a while, Pol, like a jersey I felt comfortable in. But everything has to come to an end.’

She swallowed audibly. Had he found someone else willing to lie beneath that horrible, big belly? Someone else who was content to service him in any way that took his fancy? Richard Chandler enjoyed the unusual, the devious, needed the kind of services that were usually obtainable only from street girls. ‘Why?’ she managed finally.

‘Because you are going to become something else, Pol. For a start, you will be working at the grange – I want you to keep an eye on Sally Foster, because I believe she is leading my wife astray.’

Work? Pol had not worked since girlhood, had been kept by her husband, then by the ugly creature who sat opposite her. She didn’t fancy being a servant, didn’t like the idea of becoming answerable to Sally Foster or Jean Chandler.

‘There’s something else,’ he said.

Nor did she relish the idea of homelessness …

‘I want you to befriend somebody. You must be open about your relationship with me, must say that I dropped you then forced you to work as a servant in my house. Call me all the names you like. I shall keep you well provided for. Do you understand me, Polly?’

She nodded.

‘Remember Miss Forrester?’

‘Yes. Other end of the village, Claughton Cottage – didn’t she die?’

‘She did. And the house has been bought by somebody I don’t like. In a couple of months, they will move into my village – this will be the first time a house has been sold without the involvement and approval of the Chandler family. I want them out within six months.’

Polly frowned. ‘But—’

‘Don’t ask, because I’ve no idea, no plan just yet. Now, many people know about me and you, so you must make public my ill-treatment of you – tell everyone that I have taken your home away, that I have forced you to live in a garret at the grange. Hate me. Can you do that?’

Again, she nodded mutely.

‘That will be useful in both places. Your presence at the grange will confuse my wife, may even unhinge her. Befriend Sally Foster, befriend my wife. Then, when the Martindales come to Chandlers Green, make a play for them, too. Find out everything you can about them, make notes, tell me everything.’

A garret? Polly Fishwick liked her own company, didn’t fancy sharing a house, no matter what its size. ‘Who are these Martindales?’

‘Jumped-up scrap merchants,’ he answered snappily. ‘They’ll tell you soon enough what they think of me, a load of lies and nonsense. Now, look at me.’

She obeyed, just as she always had where the big fellow was concerned.

‘You’ll have a bank account. I shall open it for you at the Trustee in Bolton and you will keep the book between deposits. Don’t tell a soul.’

‘All right.’

He sighed, allowed some of the tension to leave his body. ‘Right,’ he ordered, ‘come here, just once more for old times’ sake.’ His eyes glinted as he ordered her onto her knees. This was a useful woman and he intended to keep her under his control.



TWO

Anna Chandler, seventy-four years old and as thin as a rake, stood at the window of the gatehouse. Here she had moved when life with her nephew had become unbearable; here she lived in solitude save for the company of some two dozen chickens, a few hives of bees and a couple of geese whose temperament was as uncertain as Richard’s.

She rolled a cigarette between expert fingers and watched the dolt as he rushed past the gatehouse – bound for that slattern’s cottage, no doubt. She lit her hand-rolled indulgence and sank into an old chair. He wanted killing. He wanted a damned good hiding first, then a knife in his heart. ‘Bugger,’ she whispered. ‘Damned cruel, merciless creature.’ One day, someone would finish him off. But what could she do about him? Nothing at all. So she had walked away, had left poor Jean, Sally and the three children to endure the unendurable.

There was work to do. Wreathed in smoke, as ever, the spinster sister of Henry Chandler planned her day. The bees, drowsy now at the end of summer, were disappearing fast, would be choosing their queen for next season. But there were chickens to feed, eggs to collect, chores to be done. And there was the book to be finished, too.

The writing of A History of Candle-Making had become Anna’s reason for living. Oh, the bees and chickens provided an occupation, but her fascination with chandlery was almost an obsession. Apart from the church, this was the old lady’s focus, the fulcrum of her existence. But, as she studied today, her eye was drawn continually to the ruined factory behind her little house, that stone-built edifice in which hundreds of people had toiled through the centuries, slaves to wax and tallow, slaves to her own arrogant family. It was crumbling now, was disappearing into the ground from which its components had originally been culled. ‘And unto dust thou shalt return,’ she whispered.

She tapped her teeth with a pen, finished her smoke and ground its remnants into an ashtray. The reins of the diminishing Chandler fortune now rested in the hands of Richard Chandler. Henry was locked away in an upper room of the grange and no-one was allowed to visit him. Her blundering nephew, currently ensconced with his slovenly mistress in Woodside Cottage, was at the helm. ‘God rest all who sail and drown,’ muttered Anna. It was no use, she could not work. Sighing deeply, she picked up her pen and scribbled a few more hasty notes. Tomorrow. She would start again tomorrow …

Life for Meredith, Jeremy and Peter Chandler had been reasonably sweet thus far. With a mother who doted on them and a father who ignored them, this happy band had found themselves free to come and go as they pleased during childhood; little was expected of them and each was surprised when, in their early twenties, they began to examine the fruitlessness of their lives. There were country walks, there was riding and driving, there were dances in Bolton. But they required something more, a sense of direction, a reason to get out of bed in the mornings.

They sat in a barn at the back of the grange, Meredith on a bale, the boys perched on upturned boxes. Meredith, at twenty-three, was the eldest of the batch. An elegant girl with average looks, she was restless and had infected her brothers with her sudden need for fulfilment. Jeremy and Peter, twin boys who were just a year younger than their sister, had always done everything together. Where one went, the other was close behind, and, as both depended greatly on the common sense of their sister, this meeting was important to all.

‘What can we do?’ asked Meredith. ‘We all had a good education, and although none of us fancied university we do have brains. I can’t speak for you two, but I am just about sick and tired of this life of idleness.’

The twin boys nodded in unison. Apart from some work around the estate and at a local stables, they had not yet been gainfully employed, because Father had plans for them. No Chandler had yet attended university, and the bee in Father’s bonnet was that he would break the mould, would send his boys into professions …

‘We need a project,’ declared Meredith, ‘a future, something to occupy us. I am fed up with the country set and sick of Father. Mother droops around like a woman in decline, Father treats her like a dog – I can’t carry on here, boys. So. Any ideas?’

Jeremy, who had wanted to be a pilot, a train driver, a policeman and a jockey, could think of nothing mundane enough to be realistic. Peter, who had shared the dreams of his sibling, was similarly unaware of anything sufficiently practical to warrant suggestion. Merry would lead the way; Merry had always been the prow of the ship. Both boys stared expectantly at their sister.

‘God,’ she declared, exasperation clear in her tone, ‘has no-one else been blessed with a bit of imagination? Why am I always the one who makes decisions? If I suggested that we all become mountaineers, would you go out and buy boots and ropes?’ She jumped to her feet. ‘Well, I vote we all go away and think about this. What do we want to do, where and when?’

‘We all ride well.’ Peter’s voice was hesitant; thus far, nothing had ever been expected of him, so he did not value his own notions.

‘Good point,’ said Meredith, ‘that’s the sort of thing we want, Peter, ideas, stuff we can kick around. Now, I think that’s a good concept, but we could well find ourselves stuck with the country set, crowds of spoilt infants whose mummies want rosettes on the walls at home.’

Peter pretended to shiver. ‘Brats,’ he declared. ‘I remember brats, because I grew up with two.’

‘So did I,’ chorused the others.

Meredith laughed. ‘I thought of an absolute hoot, but I don’t know whether we should take it seriously.’

‘Go on,’ begged Jeremy, ‘spit it out.’

Merry grinned broadly, giving birth to a pair of deep dimples in her cheeks. ‘A chandlery,’ she said. ‘Can’t you see it? Chandler’s the Chandlers? Only it wouldn’t be just your usual ironmonger’s shop – it would be fancy goods, too.’

‘Mother would die and spin in her grave,’ laughed Peter. ‘And Father would have a stroke. Still, it would put them both out of their misery. But remember, there’s already a general store here. We would be de trop, I fear.’

‘That’s the whole point,’ declared Meredith. ‘We wouldn’t be here, we’d be in the town. Candles are on their way back, you know. People shied away from them until recently, because buying them might have reminded them of the days before electricity. But everyone likes supper by candlelight. We could sell candelabra, too, tableware and so forth.’ She warmed to her subject. ‘Great-Aunt Anna – look at all she knows. She could advise us. She is an expert in candles.’

The boys laughed mirthlessly. Great-Aunt Anna spoke seldom and was regarded as a total eccentric. Unlike Richard, she did not carry on as if she owned the village – no, the old woman thought she owned the church and any poor incumbent who preached in it. She did the flower-arranging, attended every service, lectured bell-ringers about their timing, mended hymnals, chided choirboys, organized cleaning rotas, but had little to offer in the area of general conversation.

‘And what else should we sell in this shop of yours?’ Peter asked.

‘Everything else – bowls and buckets, teacups and clothes-pegs, bleach and boot polish – an everything shop. That’s what chandlers generally do these days.’

Jeremy frowned. ‘Mater and Pater would raise Cain – Abel, too. They wouldn’t want us in trade, would they? Dad is still trying to guide Peter and me towards university; as for you, Merry, I think you are expected to marry well.’ His tone was grim.

She groaned. ‘Exactly. The Dark Ages all over again – sell your daughters to the highest bidder. He wants you two to train for something specific and respectable – medicine, architecture, law – but do you have the brains or the inclination? Frankly, you have some of the former and none of the latter. We need to do something, boys. So get the thinking caps on. Come along, now, we have the delightful prospect of lunch in ten minutes.’

The boys sighed. Meals with their parents were like post-funeral wakes, silent except for the sound of cutlery against plates. Dad sat at one end of the table and ate enough for a platoon; Mother occupied the opposite seat and consumed very little. All three offspring had decided some time ago that Mother probably ate in the kitchen with Sally Foster.

They walked reluctantly back to the house, each trying to imagine a future away from Chandlers Grange, each coveting a different way of life. They washed their hands, then went to wait dutifully for their parents, Jeremy and Peter at one side of the dining table, Meredith at the other.

Jean was the first to arrive. She planted a kiss on the forehead of each of her children, then took up her position at the far end of the room. Nothing was said as the family sat and waited for its head of table to put in an appearance. Sally Foster, with the assistance of a village girl, brought in the food and placed it on the white linen cloth.

‘Thank you,’ said Jean softly.

In came the master, watch in his hand, eyes straying to the mantel clock so that he might synchronize the two pieces. The girl doled out chicken soup, then left the room, closing the door noiselessly in her wake. The younger members of the family began to eat, because there was nothing else to do. Table chatter had ended with their childhood, so eating was an activity that broke the boredom.

Richard cleared his throat. ‘Nanny Foster is getting rather old to run a household of this size,’ he declared, ‘so I have employed a resident maid to assist her.’

Jean’s spoon clattered into its dish. He didn’t give a damn about Sally, would not have noticed had she been at death’s door. And he never
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