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This book is dedicated to the historians. There are many thousands of them all over the world. Some sit in libraries, hunched over ancient manuscripts, trying to understand dead languages in mysterious hieroglyphs. Others kneel on the ground sifting earth on the sites of ruined buildings, seeking fragments from lost civilizations. Yet more read through interminably dull government papers dealing with long-forgotten political crises. They are relentless in their search for the truth.

Without them we would not understand where we come from. And that would make it even more difficult to figure out where we’re going.




Cast off the works of darkness, and let us put on the armour of light.

Romans 13:12




PART ONE

The Spinning Engine

1792 to 1793





1

UNTIL THAT DAY, Sal Clitheroe had never heard her husband scream. After that day she never heard it again, except in dreams.

It was noon when she got to Brook Field. She knew the time by the quality of the light gleaming weakly through the pearl-grey cloud that sheeted the sky. The field was four flat acres of mud with a quick stream along one side and a low hill at the south end. The day was cold and dry, but it had rained for a week and, as she splashed through the puddles, the sticky sludge tried to pull off her home-made shoes. It was hard going but she was a big, strong woman, and she did not tire easily.

Four men were harvesting a winter crop of turnips, bending and lifting and stacking the knobbly brown roots on broad shallow baskets called corves. When a corf was loaded the man would carry it to the foot of the hill and tumble the turnips into a stout oak four-wheeled cart. Their task was almost done, Sal saw, for this end of the field was bare of turnips and the men were working close to the hill.

They were all dressed alike. They wore collarless shirts and homespun knee-breeches made by their wives, and waistcoats bought second-hand or discarded by rich men. Waistcoats never wore out. Sal’s father had had a fancy one, double-breasted with red and brown stripes and braided hems, cast off by some city dandy. She had never seen him in anything else, and he had been buried in it.

On their feet the labourers had hand-me-down boots, endlessly repaired. Each man had a hat and all were different: a cap of rabbit fur, a straw cartwheel with a wide brim, a tall felt hat, and a tricorne that might have belonged to a naval officer.

Sal recognized the fur cap. It belonged to her husband, Harry. She had made it herself, after she had caught the rabbit and killed it with a stone and skinned it and cooked it in a pot with an onion. But she would have known Harry without the hat, even at a distance, by his ginger beard.

Harry’s figure was slender but wiry, and he was deceptively strong: he loaded his corf with just as many turnips as the bigger men. Just looking at that lean, hard body at the far end of a muddy field gave Sal a little glow of desire inside, half pleasure and half anticipation, like coming in from the cold to the warm smell of a wood fire.

As she crossed the field she began to hear their voices. Every few minutes one would call to another, and there would be a short exchange ending in laughter. She could not make out the words but she could guess the kind of thing they were saying. It would be the mock-aggressive banter of working men, jovial insults and cheerful vulgarity, pleasantries that relieved the monotony of repetitive hard work.

A fifth man was watching them, standing by the cart, holding a short horsewhip. He was better dressed, with a blue tail coat and polished black knee boots. His name was Will Riddick, he was thirty years old, and he was the eldest son of the squire of Badford. The field was his father’s, as were the horse and cart. Will had thick black hair cut to chin length, and he looked discontented. She could guess why. Supervising the turnip harvest was not his job, and he felt it was beneath him; but the squire’s factor had fallen ill, and Sal guessed that Will had been drafted in to replace him, unwillingly.

At Sal’s side her child stumbled barefoot across the boggy ground, struggling to keep pace with her, until she turned and stooped and picked him up effortlessly, then walked on with him in one arm, his head on her shoulder. She held his thin, warm body a little tighter than she needed to, just because she loved him so much.

She would have welcomed more children, but she had suffered two miscarriages and a stillbirth. She had stopped hoping and had begun to tell herself that, poor as they were, one child was enough. She was devoted to her child, probably too much so, for children were often taken away by illness or accident, and she knew that it would break her heart to lose him.

She had named him Christopher, but when he was learning to talk he had mangled his name to Kit, and that was what he was called now. He was six years old, and small for his age. Sal hoped that he would grow up to be like Harry, slim but strong. He had certainly inherited his father’s red hair.

It was time for the midday meal, and Sal was carrying a basket with cheese, bread and three wrinkled apples. Some way behind her was another village wife, Annie Mann, a vigorous woman the same age as Sal; and two more on the same errand were approaching from the opposite direction, down the hill, baskets on their arms, children in tow. The men stopped work gratefully, wiping their muddy hands on their breeches and moving towards the stream, where they could sit on a bed of grass.

Sal reached the path and let Kit down gently.

Will Riddick took a watch on a chain from his waistcoat pocket and consulted it with a scowl. ‘It’s not noon yet,’ he called out. He was lying, Sal felt sure, but no one else had a watch. ‘Keep working, you men,’ he ordered. Sal was not surprised. Will had a mean streak. His father, the squire, could be hard-hearted, but Will was worse. ‘Finish the job, then have your dinners,’ he said. There was a note of disdain in the way he said your dinners, as if there was something contemptible about labourers’ meals. Will himself would be going back to the manor house for roast beef and potatoes, she thought, and probably a jug of strong beer to go with it.

Three of the men bent to their work again, but the fourth did not. He was Ike Clitheroe, Harry’s uncle, a grey-bearded man of about fifty. In a mild tone he said: ‘Better not overload the cart, Mr Riddick.’

‘You leave it to me to be the judge of that.’

‘Begging your pardon,’ Ike persisted, ‘but that brake is about worn through.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with the damned cart,’ Will said. ‘You just want to stop work early. You always do.’

Sal’s husband spoke up. Harry was never slow to join in an argument. ‘You should listen to Uncle Ike,’ he said to Will. ‘Otherwise you could lose your cart and your horse and all your bloody turnips too.’

The other men laughed. But it was never wise to have a joke at the expense of the gentry, and Will frowned blackly and said: ‘You shut your insolent mouth, Harry Clitheroe.’

Sal felt Kit’s little hand creep into her own. His father was getting into a conflict, and young though Kit was, he sensed the danger.

Insolence was Harry’s weakness. He was an honest man and a hard worker, but he did not believe the gentry were better than him. Sal loved him for his pride and his independent thinking, but the masters resented it, and he was often in trouble for insubordination. However, he had made his point now and he said no more, but went back to work.

The women put down their baskets on the bank of the stream. Sal and Annie went to help their men gather turnips, while the other two wives, who were older, sat with the dinners.

The work was finished quickly.

At that point it became obvious that Will had made a mistake in leaving the cart at the foot of the hill. He should have stationed it fifty yards farther down the track, to give the horse room to pick up speed before tackling the slope. He thought for a moment then said: ‘You men, push the back of the cart, to give the horse a start.’ Then he jumped up on the seat, deployed the whip, and said: ‘Hup!’ The grey mare took the strain.

The four labourers got behind the cart and pushed. Their feet slipped on the wet path. The muscles of Harry’s shoulders rippled. Sal, who was as strong as any of them, joined in. So did little Kit, which made the men smile.

The wheels shifted, the mare lowered her head and leaned into the traces, the whip cracked, and the cart moved. The helpers fell back and watched as it headed up the slope. But the mare slowed, and Will yelled back: ‘Keep pushing!’

They all ran forward, put their hands on the tail end of the cart, and resumed. Once again the cart picked up speed. For a few yards the mare ran well, powerful shoulders straining against the leather harness, but she could not keep up the pace. She slowed, then stumbled in the slippery mud. She seemed to regain her footing, but she had lost momentum, and the cart jerked to a halt. Will lashed the beast, and Sal and the men heaved with all their might, but they could not hold the cart, and the high wooden wheels began to turn slowly backwards.

Will hauled on the brake handle, then they all heard a loud crack, and Sal saw the two halves of a snapped wooden brake pad fly off the left rear wheel. She heard Ike say: ‘I told the bugger, I told him.’

They pushed as hard as they could, but they were forced backwards, and Sal had a sick feeling of imminent danger. The cart picked up speed in reverse. Will yelled: ‘Push, you lazy dogs!’

Ike lifted his hands from the tail and said: ‘It won’t hold!’ The horse slipped again, and this time she fell. Parts of the leather harness broke, and the beast hit the ground and was dragged along.

Will jumped down from the seat. The cart, out of control now, started to roll faster. Without even thinking, Sal picked up Kit with one arm and jumped aside, out of the path of the wheels. Ike shouted: ‘Everyone out of the way!’

The men scattered just as the cart swerved then turned over sideways. Sal saw Harry crash into Ike and they both fell. Ike tumbled to the side of the track, but Harry fell in the path of the cart, and it landed on him with the edge of the heavy oak flatbed on his leg.

That was when he screamed.

Sal froze, cold fear gripping her heart. He was hurt, badly hurt. A moment went by when everyone stared, horrified. The turnips from the cart rolled across the ground, and some of them splashed into the stream. Harry cried hoarsely: ‘Sal! Sal!’

She shouted: ‘Get the cart off him, come on!’

They all got their hands to the cart. They lifted it off Harry’s leg, but its rise was made difficult by the big wheels, and she realized they had to raise it onto the wheel rims before they could roll it upright. ‘Let’s get our shoulders under it!’ she yelled, and they all saw the sense of that. But the wood was heavy, and they were pushing against the upward slope of the hill. There was a terrible moment when she thought they were in danger of dropping the cart, and it would fall back down and crush Harry a second time. ‘Come on, heave!’ she shouted. ‘All together!’ and they all said: ‘Heeave,’ and suddenly the cart tipped over and came upright, its far wheels landing with a crash.

Then Sal saw Harry’s leg, and she gasped in horror. It was flattened from thigh to shin. Fragments of bone stuck out of his skin, and his breeches were soaked with blood. His eyes were closed and a terrible moaning sound came from his half-opened lips. She heard Uncle Ike say: ‘Oh, dear God, spare him.’

Kit began to cry.

Sal wanted to cry too, but she controlled herself: she had to get help. Who could run fast? She looked around the group and her eye lit on Annie. ‘Go to the village, Annie, as fast as you can, and fetch Alec.’ Alec Pollock was the barber-surgeon. ‘Tell him to meet us at my house. Alec will know what to do.’

‘Keep an eye on my children,’ said Annie, and she set off at a run.

Sal knelt at Harry’s side, her knees in the mud. He opened his eyes. ‘Help me, Sal,’ he said. ‘Help me.’

‘I’m going to carry you home, my dear love,’ she said. She got her hands under him but, when she tried to take the weight and lift his body, he screamed again. Sal pulled back her hands, saying: ‘Jesus, help me.’

She heard Will say: ‘You men, start putting the turnips back in this cart. Come on, look lively.’

She said quietly: ‘Someone shut his mouth before I shut it for him.’

Ike said: ‘What about your horse, Mr Riddick? Can she get up?’ He went around the cart to look at the mare, distracting Will’s attention from Harry. Sal thought: Thank you, clever Uncle Ike.

She turned to Annie’s husband, Jimmy Mann, the owner of the three-cornered hat. ‘Go to the timber yard, Jimmy,’ she said. ‘Ask them to quickly knock up a stretcher with two or three wide boards that we can carry Harry on.’

‘On my way,’ said Jimmy.

Will called: ‘Help me get this horse up on its legs.’

But Ike said: ‘She’s never going to stand again, Mr Riddick.’

There was a pause, then Will said: ‘I think that might be right.’

‘Why don’t you fetch a gun?’ said Ike. ‘Put the beast out of its misery.’

‘Yes,’ said Will, but he did not sound decisive, and Sal realized that underneath his bluster he was shocked.

Ike said: ‘Have a mouthful of brandy, if you’ve got your flask about you.’

‘Good idea.’

While he was drinking, Ike said: ‘That poor lad with his leg crushed could use a drink. It might ease the pain.’

Will did not reply, but a few moments later Ike came back around the cart with a silver flask in his hand. At the same time, Will was walking briskly away in the opposite direction.

Sal murmured: ‘Well done, Ike.’

He handed her Will’s flask and she held it to Harry’s lips, letting a trickle flow into his mouth. He coughed, swallowed, and opened his eyes. She gave him more and he drank it eagerly.

Ike said: ‘Get as much as possible into him. We don’t know what Alec will need to do.’

For a moment Sal wondered what Ike could mean, then she realized he thought Harry’s leg might have to be cut off. ‘Oh, no,’ she said. ‘Please, God.’

‘Just give him more brandy.’

The liquor brought a little colour back into Harry’s face. In a barely audible whisper he said: ‘It hurts, Sal, it hurts so much.’

‘The surgeon is coming.’ It was all she could think of to say. She felt maddened by her own helplessness.

While they waited the women fed the children. Sal gave Kit the apples from her basket. The men started picking up the scattered turnips and putting them back in the cart. It would have to be done sooner or later.

Jimmy Mann came back with a wooden door balanced precariously on his shoulder. He lowered it to the ground with difficulty, panting with the effort of carrying the heavy object half a mile. ‘It’s for that new house going up over by the mill,’ he said. ‘They said not to damage it.’ He put the door down alongside Harry.

Now Harry had to be moved onto the improvised stretcher, and it was going to hurt. She knelt beside his head. Uncle Ike stepped forward to help, but she waved him away. No one else would try as hard as she would to be gentle. She grasped Harry’s arms close to the shoulders and slowly swivelled his upper half over the door. He did not react. She pulled him, an inch at a time, until his torso was resting on the door. But in the end she had to move his legs. She stood over him, straddling him, then she bent down, grasped his hips, and moved his legs onto the door in one swift movement.

He screamed for the third time.

The scream tailed off and turned to sobbing.

‘Let’s lift him,’ she said. She knelt at one corner of the door, and three of the men took the other corners. ‘Slowly does it,’ she said. ‘Keep it level.’ They grasped the wood and gradually lifted, swinging themselves under it as soon as possible, then balanced it on their shoulders. ‘Ready?’ she said. ‘Try to keep in step. One, two, three, go.’

They headed across the field. Sal glanced back and saw Kit, dazed and upset, but following her close and carrying her basket. Annie’s two small children were trailing behind their father, Jimmy, who was carrying the back left-hand corner of the stretcher.

Badford was a big village, a thousand residents or more, and Sal’s home was a mile distant. It was going to be a long, slow walk, but she knew the way so well she could probably have done it with her eyes closed. She had lived here all her life, and her parents were in the graveyard alongside St Matthew’s Church. The only other place she knew was Kingsbridge, and the last time she had been there was ten years ago. But Badford had changed in her lifetime, and today it was not so easy to go from one end of the village to the other. New ideas had transformed farming, and there were fences and hedges in the way. The party carrying Harry had to negotiate gates and winding pathways between private kingdoms.

They were joined by men working in other fields, and then women who came out of their houses to see what was going on, and small children, and dogs, all of whom followed them, chattering among themselves, discussing poor Harry and his terrible injury.

As Sal walked, her shoulder hurting now under the weight of Harry and the door, she recalled how her five-year-old self – called Sally then – had thought of the land outside the village as a vague but narrow periphery, much like the garden around the house where she lived. In her imagination, the whole world had been only slightly larger than Badford. The first time she had been taken to Kingsbridge she had found it bewildering: thousands of people, crowded streets, the market stalls crammed with food and clothes and things she had never heard of – a parrot, a globe, a book to write in, a silver dish. And then the cathedral, impossibly tall, strangely beautiful, cold and quiet inside, obviously the place where God lived.

Kit was now only a little older than she had been on that first astonishing trip. She tried to imagine what he was thinking right now. She guessed he had always seen his father as invulnerable – boys usually did – and now he was trying to get used to the idea of Harry lying injured and helpless. Kit must be scared and confused, she thought. He would need a lot of reassurance.

At last they came within sight of her home. It was one of the meaner houses in the village, built of peat and the interwoven branches and twigs called wattle. The windows had shutters but no glass. Sal said: ‘Kit, run ahead and open the door.’ He obeyed, and they carried Harry straight in. The crowd stayed outside, peering in.

The house had only one room. There were two beds, one narrow and one broad, both simple platforms of unvarnished planks nailed together by Harry. Each was covered by a canvas mattress stuffed with straw. Sal said: ‘Let’s put him down on the big bed.’ They carefully lowered Harry, still lying on the door, onto the bed.

The three men and Sal stood upright, rubbing sore hands and stretching aching backs. Sal stared down at Harry, who was pale and motionless, hardly breathing. She murmured: ‘Lord, please don’t take him from me.’

Kit stood in front of her and hugged her, his face pressed into her belly, which had been soft ever since his birth. She stroked his head. She wanted to speak comforting words but none came to mind. Anything true would be frightening.

She noticed the men looking around her house. It was quite poor, but theirs would not be much different, for they were all farm labourers. Sal’s spinning wheel was in the middle of the room. It was beautifully made, precision carved and polished. She had inherited it from her mother. Beside it stood a small stack of bobbins wound with finished yarn, waiting to be picked up by the clothier. The wheel paid for luxuries: tea with sugar, milk for Kit, meat twice a week.

‘A Bible!’ said Jimmy Mann, spotting the only other costly object in the house. The bulky book stood in the centre of the table, its brass clasp green with age, its leather binding stained by many grubby hands.

Sal said: ‘It belonged to my father.’

‘But can you read it?’

‘He taught me.’

They were impressed. She guessed that none of them could read more than a few words: their names, probably, and perhaps the prices chalked up in markets and taverns.

Jimmy said: ‘Should we slide Harry off the door and onto the mattress?’

‘He’d be more comfortable,’ Sal said.

‘And I’ll be happier when I’ve returned that door safely to the timber yard.’

Sal went to the other side of the bed and knelt on the earth floor. She put out her arms to receive Harry when he slid off the door. The three men took hold of the other side. ‘Slowly, gently,’ Sal said. They lifted their edge, the door tilted, and Harry slid an inch and groaned. ‘Tilt a bit more,’ she said. This time he slid to the edge of the wood. She got her hands under his body. ‘More,’ she said, ‘and pull the door away an inch or two.’ As Harry slid, she eased her hands and then her forearms under him. Her aim was to keep him as near to still as possible. It seemed to be working, for he made no noise. The thought crossed her mind that silence was ominous.

At the very end they pulled the door away a little too sharply, and Harry’s smashed leg landed on the mattress with a slight thump. He screamed again. This time Sal took it as a welcome sign that he was still alive.

Annie Mann arrived with Alec, the surgeon. The first thing she did was check that her children were all right. Next she looked at Harry. She said nothing, but Sal could tell that she was shocked by how bad he looked.

Alec Pollock was a neat man, dressed in a tail coat and breeches that were old but well preserved. He had had no medical training other than what he had learned from his father, who had done the job before him and bequeathed him the sharp knives and other tools that were all the qualifications a surgeon needed.

He carried a small wooden chest with a handle, and now he set it on the floor near the fireplace. Then he looked at Harry.

Sal studied Alec’s face, looking for some sign, but his expression gave nothing away.

He said: ‘Harry, can you hear me? How do you feel?’

Harry made no response.

Alec looked at the crushed leg. The mattress under it was now soaked in blood. Alec touched the bones sticking out through the skin. Harry gave a cry of pain, but it was not as terrible as his screams. Alec probed the wound with a finger, and Harry cried out again. Then Alec grasped Harry’s ankle and lifted the leg, and Harry screamed.

Sal said: ‘It’s bad, isn’t it?’

Alec looked at her, hesitated, then said simply: ‘Yes.’

‘What can you do?’

‘I can’t set the broken bones,’ he said. ‘Sometimes it’s possible: if just one bone is broken, and it’s not too far out of place, I can ease it back into the right position, strap it up with a splint, and give it a chance to heal itself. But the knee is too complex and the damage done to Harry’s bones is too severe.’

‘So . . .?’

‘The worst danger is that contamination will enter the wound and cause corruption of the flesh. That can be fatal. The solution is to amputate the leg.’

‘No,’ she said, her voice shaking with desperation. ‘No, you can’t saw his leg off, he’s suffered too much agony already.’

‘It may save his life.’

‘There must be something else.’

‘I can try to seal the wound,’ he said dubiously. ‘But if that doesn’t work, then amputation will be the only way.’

‘Try, please.’

‘Very well.’ Alec bent and opened the wooden chest. He said: ‘Sal, can you put some wood on the fire? I need it really hot.’ She hurried to build up the fire under the smoke hood.

Alec took from his chest an earthenware bowl and a stoppered jug. He said to Sal: ‘I don’t suppose you have any brandy?’

‘No,’ said Sal, then she remembered Will’s flask. She had tucked it into her dress. ‘Yes, I do,’ she said, and she drew it out.

Alec raised his eyebrows.

‘It’s Will Riddick’s,’ she explained. ‘The accident was his fault, the damn fool. I wish it was his knee that got smashed.’

Alec pretended not to hear the insult to the son of the squire. ‘Make Harry drink as much as possible. If he passes out, so much the better.’

She sat on the bed beside Harry, lifting his head and trickling brandy into his mouth, while Alec heated oil in the bowl. By the time the flask was empty, the oil was bubbling in the bowl, a sight that made Sal feel ill.

Alec slid a wide, shallow dish under Harry’s knee. A horrified audience watched with Sal: the three labourers, Annie and her two children, and a white-faced Kit.

When the moment came, Alec acted with swift precision. Using tongs, he lifted the bowl from the fire and poured the boiling liquid over Harry’s knee.

Harry gave the worst scream of all, then fell unconscious.

All the children cried.

There was a sickening smell of scorched human flesh.

The oil collected in the shallow dish under Harry’s leg, and Alec rocked the dish, making sure some of the hot oil seared the underside of the knee to make the seal complete. Then he removed the dish, poured the oil back into the jug, and stoppered it.

‘I’ll send my bill to the squire,’ he said to Sal.

‘I hope he pays you,’ Sal said. ‘I can’t.’

‘He ought to pay me. A squire has a duty to his workers. But there’s no law says he must. Anyway, that’s between me and him. Don’t you worry about it. Harry won’t want to eat anything, but try to get him to drink if you can. Tea is best. Ale is all right, or fresh water. And keep him warm.’ He began to pack his things into the chest.

Sal said: ‘Is there anything else I can do?’

Alec shrugged. ‘Pray for him,’ he said.




2

AMOS BARROWFIELD REALIZED something was wrong as soon as he came within sight of Badford.

There were men working in the fields, but not as many as he expected. The road into the village was deserted but for an empty cart. He did not even see any dogs.

Amos was a clothier, or ‘putter-0ut’. To be exact, his father was the clothier; but Obadiah was fifty and often breathless, and it was Amos who travelled the countryside, leading a string of packhorses, visiting cottages. The horses carried sacks of raw wool, the sheared fleece of sheep.

The work of transforming fleece into cloth was done mainly by villagers working in their homes. First the fleece had to be untangled and cleaned, and this was called scribbling or carding. Then it was spun into long strings of yarn and wound onto bobbins. Finally the strings were woven on a loom and became strips of cloth a yard wide. Cloth was the main industry in the west of England, and Kingsbridge was at its centre.

Amos imagined that Adam and Eve, after they ate the fruit of the tree of knowledge, must have done these different jobs themselves, in order to make clothes and cover their nakedness; although the Bible did not say much about scribbling and spinning, nor about how Adam might have built his loom.

Reaching the houses, Amos saw that not everyone had vanished. Something had distracted the farm labourers, but his cloth workers were in their homes. They were paid according to how much they produced, and they were not easily diverted from their work.

He went first to the home of a scribbler called Mick Seabrook. In his right hand Mick held a large brush with iron teeth; in his left a block of plain wood the same size; between the two was stretched a pad of raw wool, which he was brushing with firm, tireless strokes. When the thicket of dirty curls mixed with mud and vegetation had been transformed into a hank of clean, straight fibres, he would twist them into a loose rope called a roving.

Mick’s first words to Amos were: ‘Did you hear about Harry Clitheroe?’

‘No,’ said Amos. ‘I’ve only just got here. You’re my first visit. What about Harry?’

‘Got his leg crushed by a runaway cart. They’re saying he’ll never work again.’

‘That’s terrible. How did it happen?’

‘People tell different stories. Will Riddick says Harry was showing off, trying to prove he could push a loaded cart all on his own. But Ike Clitheroe says it was Will’s fault for overloading the cart.’

‘Sal will be heartbroken.’ Amos knew the Clitheroes. Their marriage was a love match, he thought. Harry was a tough guy but he would do anything for Sal. She bossed him around but she adored him. ‘I’ll go and see them now.’

He paid Mick, gave him a fresh supply of fleece, and took away a sack of new rovings.

He soon found out where the missing villagers had gone. There was a crowd around the Clitheroe cottage.

Sal was a spinner. Unlike Mick, she could not work at it twelve hours a day, for she had a host of other duties: making clothes for Harry and Kit, growing vegetables in their garden, buying and preparing food, laundry and cleaning and every other kind of housework. Amos wished she had more time for spinning, because there was a shortage of yarn.

The crowd parted for him. He was known here, and provided many villagers with an alternative occupation to low-paid agricultural labour. Several men greeted him warmly, and one said: ‘The surgeon’s just left, Mr Barrowfield.’

Amos went inside. Harry lay on the bed, white and still, eyes closed, breathing shallowly. There were several people standing around the bed. When Amos’s eyes became more accustomed to the dim interior he recognized most of them.

He addressed Sal. ‘What happened?’

Her face was twisted in a grimace of bitterness and loss. ‘Will Riddick overloaded a cart and it ran away. The men tried to stop it and it crushed Harry’s leg.’

‘What did Alec Pollock say?’

‘He wanted to saw Harry’s leg off, but I made him try boiling oil.’ She looked at the unconscious man on the bed and said sadly: ‘I don’t really think he could be helped by either treatment.’

‘Poor Harry,’ said Amos.

‘I think he may be getting ready to cross that River Jordan.’ Her voice cracked then, and she began to sob.

Amos heard a child’s voice and recognized Kit, who said in a panicky voice: ‘Don’t cry, Ma!’

Sal’s sobs died away and she put her hand on the boy’s shoulder and squeezed. ‘All right, Kit, I won’t cry.’

Amos did not know what to say. His imagination was defeated by this scene of terrible domestic grief in a poor family’s dismal house.

Instead he said something mundane. ‘I won’t trouble you to spin yarn this week.’

‘Oh, please do,’ she said. ‘I want the work now more than ever. With Harry out of action, I’ll really need the money from spinning.’

One of the men spoke, and Amos recognized Ike Clitheroe. ‘The squire should take care of you.’

Jimmy Mann said: ‘He should. But that doesn’t mean he will.’

Many squires felt responsible for widows and orphans, but there was no guarantee, and Squire Riddick was mean.

Sal pointed to the stack of bobbins beside her spinning wheel. ‘I’ve nearly finished last week’s. I expect you’re staying in Badford tonight?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ll do the rest overnight and get everything to you before you leave.’

Amos knew she would work all night if she needed to. ‘If you’re sure.’

‘As the gospel.’

‘All right.’ Amos stepped outside and untied a sack from the back of the lead horse. A spinner could process a pound of wool a day, in theory, but few of them spent all day at the wheel: most were like Sal, combining spinning with other duties.

He carried the sack into the house and put it on the floor beside the wheel. Then he took another look at Harry. The injured man had not moved. He looked like death, but Amos had never seen a man die, so he did not really know. He told himself not to be fanciful.

He took his leave.

He went to a building not far from Sal’s house, a stable that had been repurposed as a workshop by Roger Riddick, the third and youngest son of the squire. Amos and Roger were the same age, nineteen, and had been pupils together at Kingsbridge Grammar School. Roger was a keen student, uninterested in sports or drinking or girls, and he had been bullied until Amos had stepped in to defend him; after which they had become friends.

Amos tapped on the door and went in. Roger had improved the building with large windows; a workbench stood against one of them for light. Tools hung on wall hooks and there were boxes and pots containing coiled wire, small ingots of different metals, nails and screws and glue. Roger loved to make ingenious toys: a mouse that squeaked and waved its tail, a coffin whose lid opened as the corpse sat upright. He had also invented a machine that would unclog pipes when the blockage was yards away and even around bends.

Roger greeted Amos with a broad smile and put down the chisel he was using. ‘Good timing!’ he said. ‘I was about to go home for dinner. I trust you’ll join us?’

‘I was hoping you’d say that. Thank you.’

Roger had fair hair and pink skin, unlike his black-haired father and brothers, and Amos guessed he must take after his late mother, who had died some years ago.

They left the workshop and Roger locked the door. Walking to the manor house, Amos leading his string of horses, they talked about Harry Clitheroe. ‘My brother Will’s pig-headedness caused that accident,’ Roger said frankly.

Roger was now at Kingsbridge College, which had been founded at Oxford by the monks of Kingsbridge in the Middle Ages. He had started a few weeks ago and this was his first return home. Amos would have loved to go to university, but his father had insisted he work in the business. Perhaps things will change with the generations, he thought; I might have a son who goes to Oxford. ‘What’s it like at university?’ he asked.

‘Great fun,’ Roger said. ‘Tremendous larks. I’ve lost a bit of money at cards, unfortunately.’

Amos smiled. ‘I meant the studying, really.’

‘Oh! Well, that’s all right. Nothing difficult yet. I’m not keen on theology and rhetoric. I like maths, but the maths professors are obsessed with astronomy. I should have gone to Cambridge – apparently the maths is better there.’

‘I’ll bear that in mind when it’s my son’s turn.’

‘Are you thinking of marrying?’

‘Thinking about it all the time, but there’s no chance of it happening soon. I haven’t a penny and my father won’t give me anything until my apprenticeship is over.’

‘Never mind, you’ve got time to play the field.’

Playing the field was not Amos’s way. He changed the subject. ‘I’ll impose on you for a bed tonight, if that’s all right.’

‘Of course. Father will be glad to see you. He gets bored with his sons and he likes you, despite what he sees as your radical views. He enjoys arguing with you.’

‘I’m not a radical.’

‘Indeed not. Father should meet some of the men I know at Oxford. Their opinions would scorch his ears.’

Amos laughed. ‘I can imagine.’ When he thought of Roger’s life, studying books and arguing about ideas with a group of bright young men, he felt envious.

The manor house was a fine red Jacobean building having windows with many small leaded panes of glass. They took Amos’s horses to the stable block to be watered, then went into the hall.

It was an all-male household and the place was none too clean. There was a whiff of the farmyard, and Amos glimpsed the tail of a rat as it wriggled under a door. They were the first to enter the dining room. Over the fireplace was a portrait of the squire’s late wife. It was darkened with age and dusty, as if no one cared much to look at it.

The squire came in, a big, red-faced man, overweight but still vigorous in his middle fifties. ‘There’s a prizefight meeting in Kingsbridge on Saturday,’ he said with enthusiasm. ‘The Bristol Beast is taking on all comers, offering a guinea to any opponent who can stay upright for fifteen minutes.’

Roger said: ‘You’ll have a wonderful time.’ His family loved sports, most of all prizefighting and horseracing, especially if they could bet on the result. ‘I prefer to gamble with cards,’ he said. ‘I like to calculate the chances.’

George Riddick, the middle brother, came in. He was bigger than average, with black hair and dark eyes, and looked like his father, except that his hair was parted in the centre.

Finally Will arrived, closely followed by a butler with a steaming cauldron of soup. The fragrance made Amos’s mouth water.

On the sideboard were a ham, a cheese and a loaf of bread. They helped themselves, and the butler poured port wine into their glasses.

Amos always greeted servants, and now he said to the butler: ‘Hello, Platts, how are you?’

‘Well enough, Mr Barrowfield,’ Platts said grumpily. Not all servants reciprocated Amos’s friendliness.

Will took a thick slice of ham and said: ‘The lord lieutenant has called out the Shiring Militia.’

The militia was the home defence force. Conscripts were chosen by lottery, and so far Amos had escaped being selected. For as long as he could remember, the militia had been inactive except for six weeks a year of training, which involved camping in the hills north of Kingsbridge, marching and forming squares, and learning to load and fire a musket. Now, it seemed, that was to change.

The squire said: ‘I heard the same thing. But it’s not just Shiring. Ten counties have been mobilized.’

It was startling news. What kind of crisis was the government expecting?

Will said: ‘I’m a lieutenant, so I’ll be helping to organize the muster. I’ll probably have to live in Kingsbridge for a while.’

Although Amos had avoided conscription so far, he might be called up if there was a new levy. He was not sure how he felt about that. He had no wish to be a soldier, but it might be better than being his father’s slave.

The squire said: ‘Who’s the commanding officer? I forget.’

Will said: ‘Colonel Henry Northwood.’

Henry, Viscount Northwood, was the son of the earl of Shiring. Leading the militia was a traditional duty of the heir to the earldom.

The squire said: ‘Prime Minister Pitt clearly thinks the situation is serious.’

They ate and drank in reflective silence for a while, then Roger pushed his plate away and said thoughtfully: ‘The militia has two duties: to defend the country from invasion, and to suppress riots. We may go to war with France – I wouldn’t be surprised – but even if we do it would take the French months to prepare an invasion, giving us plenty of time to call out the militia. So I don’t think that’s the reason. Which means the government must be expecting riots. I wonder why?’

‘You know why,’ said Will. ‘It’s barely a decade since the Americans overthrew the king to create a republic, and three years since the Paris mob stormed the Bastille. And that French fiend Brissot said: “We cannot be calm until all Europe is in flames.” Revolution is spreading like the pox.’

‘I don’t think panic is necessary,’ Roger said. ‘What have the revolutionaries actually done? Given equality to Protestants, for example. George, you as a Protestant clergyman must surely allow them credit for that?’

George was the rector of Badford. ‘We’ll see how long it lasts,’ he said sullenly.

Roger went on: ‘They’ve abolished feudalism, they’ve done away with the king’s right to throw people into the Bastille without trial, and they’ve instituted a constitutional monarchy – which is what Britain has.’

Everything Roger said was true, but all the same, Amos thought he had got it wrong. As Amos understood it, there was no real liberty in revolutionary France: no free speech, no freedom of religion. In truth, England was more open.

Will spoke angrily, making a prodding gesture with his forefinger. ‘What about the September massacres in France? Revolutionaries killed thousands of people. No evidence, no jury, no trial. “I think you’re a counter-revolutionary. So are you.” Bang, bang, both dead. Some of the victims were children!’

‘A tragedy, I grant you,’ said Roger, ‘and a stain on the reputation of France. But do we really think the same will happen here? Our revolutionaries don’t storm prisons, they write pamphlets, and letters to the newspapers.’

‘That’s how it starts!’ Will took a draught of wine.

George said: ‘I blame the Methodists.’

Roger laughed. ‘Where do they hide their guillotine?’

George ignored that. ‘Their Sunday schools teach poor children to read, then they grow up and read Thomas Paine’s book and become indignant, so they join some club for malcontents. Riot is the logical next step.’

The squire turned to Amos. ‘You’re quiet this evening. You normally speak up for new ideas.’

‘I don’t know about new ideas,’ Amos said. ‘I’ve found it pays to listen to people, even those who are uneducated and narrow-minded. You get better work out of the hands if they know that you care what they think. So if Englishmen believe that Parliament ought to be changed, I think we should hear what they have to say.’

‘Very well put,’ said Roger.

‘But I have work to do.’ Amos stood up. ‘Once again, Squire, I thank you for your kind hospitality. I must now get on with my calls, but if you permit I’ll return this evening.’

‘Of course, of course,’ said the squire.

Amos went out.

He spent the rest of the day visiting his cottage craftspeople, collecting their finished work, paying them, and giving them fresh materials to process. Then, as the sun went down, he returned to the Clitheroe home.

He heard the music from a distance, forty or fifty people singing at the tops of their voices. The Clitheroes were Methodists, as was Amos, and Methodists did not use musical instruments in their services; so to compensate they worked harder to keep time, and often sang in four-part harmony. The hymn was ‘Love Divine, All Loves Excelling’, a popular composition by Charles Wesley, brother of the founder of Methodism. Amos quickened his pace. He loved the sound of unaccompanied singing, and he was eager to join in.

Badford had an active Methodist group, as did Kingsbridge. As yet Methodism was a reform movement within the Church of England, led mainly by Anglican clergy. There was talk of a breakaway, but most Methodists still took communion in the Anglican Church.

As he drew nearer he saw a crowd of people around Sal and Harry’s cottage. Several were holding blazing torches for light, and the flames sent flickering shadows dancing around like malign spirits. The Methodists’ unofficial leader was Brian Pikestaff, an independent farmer with thirty acres. Because he owned his land, the squire could not prevent him holding Methodist meetings in his barn. If he had been a tenant he would probably have been evicted.

The hymn came to an end and Pikestaff spoke of the love between Harry and Sal and Kit. He said it was true love, as near as mere humans could get to the divine love the group had been singing about. People began to cry.

When Brian had finished, Jimmy Mann took off his three-cornered hat and began to pray extempore, holding the hat in his hand. This was the normal way in Methodism. People prayed, or suggested a hymn, whenever the spirit moved them. In theory they were all equal under God, though in practice it was rare for a woman to speak.

Jimmy asked the Lord to make Harry well so that he could continue to look after his family. But the prayer was rudely interrupted. George Riddick appeared, with a lantern in his hand and a cross on his chest. He wore full clerical garb: cassock, gown with balloon sleeves, and a Canterbury cap, square with sharp corners. ‘This is outrageous!’ he shouted.

Jimmy paused, opened his eyes, closed them again, and continued: ‘O God our father, hear our prayer this evening, we ask—’

‘Enough of that!’ George bellowed, and Jimmy was forced to stop.

Brian Pikestaff spoke in a friendly tone. ‘Good evening, Rector Riddick. Will you join us in prayer? We’re asking God to heal our brother Harry Clitheroe.’

George said angrily: ‘The clergy summon the congregation to prayer – not the other way around!’

Brian said: ‘You didn’t, though, did you, Rector?’

For a moment George looked baffled.

Brian said: ‘You didn’t summon us to pray for Harry, who stands now, as we speak, on the bank of that great dark river, waiting to know whether it is God’s will that he should cross tonight into the divine presence. If you had called us, Rector, we would gladly have come to St Matthew’s Church to pray with you. But you didn’t, so here we are.’

‘You’re ignorant villagers,’ George raved. ‘That’s why God sets a clergyman over you.’

‘Ignorant?’ It was a woman’s voice, and Amos identified Annie Mann, one of his spinners. ‘We’re not so ignorant as to overload a turnip cart,’ she said.

There were cries of agreement and even a scatter of laughter.

George said: ‘God has made you subordinate to those who know better, and it’s your duty to obey authority, not defy it.’

There was a brief silence, then everyone heard a loud, agonized groan from inside the house.

Amos moved to the door and stepped inside.

Sal and Kit were kneeling on the far side of the bed, their hands folded in prayer. The surgeon, Alec Pollock, stood at the head of the bed, holding Harry’s wrist.

Harry groaned again, and Alec said: ‘He’s going, Sal. He’s leaving us.’

‘Oh, God,’ Sal moaned, and Kit cried.

Amos stood silent and still at the door, watching.

After a minute, Alec said: ‘He’s gone, Sal.’

Sal put her arm around Kit, and they cried together.

Alec said: ‘His suffering is over, at last. He’s with the Lord Jesus now.’

Amos said: ‘Amen.’
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IN THE GROUNDS OF the bishop’s palace, where once – according to Kingsbridge legend – the monks had cultivated their beans and cabbages, Arabella Latimer had created a rose garden.

Her family had been surprised. She had never shown any interest in cultivating anything. Her duties were all geared towards her husband, the bishop: managing his household, giving dinners for senior clergy and other county bigwigs, and appearing at his side in costly but respectable clothing. Then one day she had announced that she was going to grow roses.

It was a new idea that had caught the imagination of a few fashionable ladies. It was not exactly a craze, but it had become a fad, and Arabella had read about it in The Lady’s Magazine and had been taken with the notion.

Her only child, Elsie, had not expected the enthusiasm to last. She had anticipated that her mother would quickly grow tired of the bending and the hoeing, the watering and the manuring, and the way the earth got under the fingernails and could never be completely cleaned out.

The bishop, Stephen Latimer, had grunted: ‘Nine days’ wonder, you mark my words,’ and gone back to reading the Critical Review.

They had both been wrong.

When Elsie went out at half past eight in the morning, looking for her mother, she found her in the garden with a groundsman at her side, piling muck from the stable around the bases of the plants as a fall of wet sleet came down on their heads. Catching sight of Elsie, Arabella said over her shoulder: ‘I’m protecting them from frost,’ and continued her work.

Elsie was amused. She wondered whether her mother had ever held a shovel before today.

She looked around. The rose plants were all bare sticks now, in winter, but the shape of the garden was visible. It was entered through a basketwork arch that supported a riot of climbing rose bushes in summer. That led to a square of low rose trees that would burst into flaming colour. Beyond that, a trellis fixed to a stretch of ruined wall – built by those monks to shelter the kitchen garden, perhaps – gave support to climbing plants that grew like weeds in hot weather and bloomed with bright splashes, as if the angels above had been careless with their paints.

Elsie had long felt that her mother’s life was dismally empty, but would have wished her a pursuit more meaningful than gardening. However, Elsie was an idealist and an intellectual, whereas Arabella was neither. To every thing there is a season, Father would say, quoting Ecclesiastes, and a time to every purpose under heaven. The roses brought joy into Arabella’s life.

It was cold, and Elsie had something important to say. ‘Will you be long?’ she said.

‘Nearly finished.’

Arabella was thirty-eight, much younger than her husband, and still glamorous. She was tall and shapely, with a head of light-brown hair that had a touch of auburn. Her nose was freckled, which people considered a blemish, though somehow it looked charming on her. Elsie was different from her mother in looks as well as character – with dark hair and hazel eyes – but people said she had a lovely smile.

Arabella handed the shovel to the groundsman and the two women hurried inside. Arabella took off her boots and cloak while Elsie patted her damp hair with a towel. Elsie said: ‘This morning I’m going to ask Father about the Sunday school.’

It was her big project. She was horrified by the way children were treated in her home town. They often started work at seven years of age, and they worked fourteen hours a day Monday to Friday, and twelve hours on Saturday. Most never learned to read or write more than a few words. They needed a Sunday school.

Her father knew all that and did not seem to care. However, she had a plan for winning him around.

Her mother said: ‘I hope he’s in a good mood.’

‘You’ll support me, won’t you?’

‘Of course. I think it’s a grand scheme.’

Elsie wanted more than a vague expression of goodwill. ‘I know you have misgivings, but – please don’t mind me saying this – could you keep them to yourself, just for today?’

‘Of course, dear. I’m not tactless, you know that.’

Elsie knew nothing of the kind, but she did not say so. ‘He’ll raise objections, but I’ll deal with them. I just want you to murmur encouragement now and again, saying “Quite right,” and “Good idea,” and things like that.’

Arabella seemed amused and only slightly irritated by her daughter’s persistence. ‘Darling, I get the message, don’t worry. You’re like an actor, you don’t want thoughtful criticism, you want an applauding audience.’

She was being ironic, but Elsie pretended not to notice. ‘Thank you,’ she said.

They went into the dining room. The staff were lined up along one side of the room in order of precedence: first the men – butler, groom, footman, boot boy – then the women – housekeeper, cook, two maids and the kitchen skivvy. The table was laid with china in the fashionable flowered style that was called chinoiserie.

Beside the bishop’s place was a copy of The Times two days old. It took a day to travel from London to Bristol on the turnpike road and another day to reach Kingsbridge via country lanes that were muddy in the wet and rutted otherwise. Such speed seemed miraculous to people as old as the bishop, who could remember when the journey had taken a week.

The bishop came in. Elsie and Arabella drew back their chairs and knelt on the carpet with their elbows on the seats, hands folded. The tea-urn hissed as he went through prayers reverently but briskly, impatient for his bacon. After the last amen the servants returned to their work and the food was quickly brought from the kitchen.

Elsie ate some bread and butter, sipped her tea, and waited for the right moment. She felt tense. She wanted this Sunday school very badly. It broke her heart that so many Kingsbridge children were completely ignorant. She discreetly studied her father as he ate, judging his mood. He was fifty-five, his hair grey and thinning. He had once been an imposing figure, tall and broad-shouldered – Elsie could just remember – but he was too fond of his food and now he was heavy, with a round face and a huge waist, and he stooped.

When the bishop was pleasantly full of toast and tea, and before he opened The Times, the maid, Mason, came in with a jug of fresh milk, and Elsie made her move. She gave Mason a discreet nod. This was a prearranged signal, and Mason knew what to do.

‘Something I want to ask you about, Father,’ Elsie said. It was always best to frame anything she had to say as a plea for enlightenment: the bishop enjoyed explaining, but he did not like to be told what to do.

He smiled benignly. ‘Go on.’

‘Our town has a reputation in the world of education. The library of your cathedral draws scholars from all over western Europe. Kingsbridge Grammar School is nationally famous. And of course there is Kingsbridge College, Oxford, where you yourself studied.’

‘Very true, my dear, but I know all this.’

‘And yet we fail.’

‘Surely not.’

Elsie hesitated, but she was committed now. With a thudding heart she called out: ‘Come in, Mason, please.’

Mason came in leading a dirty little boy about ten or eleven years old. An unpleasant smell entered the room with him. Surprisingly, he did not seem intimidated by the surroundings.

Elsie said to her father: ‘I want you to meet Jimmy Passfield.’

The boy spoke with the arrogance of a duke, though not the grammar. ‘I was promised sausages with mustard, but I ain’t seen none yet.’

The bishop said: ‘What on earth is this?’

She prayed that he would not explode. ‘Please, Father, listen for a minute or two.’ Without waiting for his consent, she turned to the child and said: ‘Can you read, Jimmy?’ She held her breath, not being sure what he would say.

‘I don’t need to read,’ he said defiantly. ‘I know everything. I can tell you the times of the stagecoach every day of the week without ever looking at the bit of paper nailed up at the Bell Inn.’

The bishop harrumphed, but Elsie ignored him and asked the key question. ‘Do you know Jesus Christ?’

‘I know everyone, and there’s nobody of that name in Kingsbridge. My oath on it.’ He clapped his hands once and spat into the fire.

The bishop was shocked into silence – as Elsie had hoped.

Jimmy added: ‘There’s a bargee from Combe comes up river now and again called Jason Cryer.’ He wagged an admonitory finger at Elsie. ‘Pound to a penny you’re getting his name wrong.’

Elsie pressed on. ‘Do you go to church?’

‘I went once, but they wouldn’t give me none of the wine, so I walked out.’

‘Don’t you want to have your sins forgiven?’

Jimmy was indignant. ‘I never committed no sins, ever, and that piglet that was stole off Mrs Andrews in Well Street was nothing to do with me, I wasn’t even there.’

The bishop said: ‘All right, all right, Elsie, you’ve made your point. Mason, take the child away.’

Elsie added: ‘And give him sausages.’

‘With mustard,’ said Jimmy.

‘With mustard,’ Elsie echoed.

Mason and Jimmy left.

Arabella clapped her hands and laughed. ‘What a splendid little tyke! He fears no one!’

Elsie said seriously: ‘He’s not unusual, Father. Half the children in Kingsbridge are the same. They never see the inside of a school, and if their parents don’t make them go to church they never learn about the Christian religion.’

The bishop was clearly shocked. He said: ‘But do you imagine there is something I can do about it?’

This was the moment she had been leading up to. ‘Some of the townspeople are talking about starting a Sunday school.’ This was not the exact truth. The school was Elsie’s idea, and although several people were in favour, it probably would not happen without her. But she did not want him to know how easy it would be for him to prevent it.

He said: ‘But we already have schools for little children in the town. I believe Mrs Baines in Fish Street teaches sound Christian principles, although I’m doubtful about that place in Loversfield where the Methodists send their sons.’

‘Those schools charge fees, of course.’

‘How else should they function?’

‘I’m talking about a free school for poor children on Sunday afternoons.’

‘I see.’ He was thinking up objections, she could tell. ‘Where would it take place?’

‘The Wool Exchange, perhaps. It’s never used on Sundays.’

‘Do you think the mayor would permit the floor of the Wool Exchange to be used by the children of the poor? Half of them aren’t properly house-trained. Why, even in the cathedral I’ve seen . . . But never mind that.’

‘I’m sure the children can be kept under control. But if we can’t use the Wool Exchange there are other possibilities.’

‘And who would do the teaching?’

‘Several people have volunteered, including Amos Barrowfield, who went to the grammar school.’

Arabella murmured: ‘I thought Amos would come into it somehow.’

Elsie blushed and pretended not to have heard.

The bishop ignored Arabella’s aside and failed to notice Elsie’s embarrassment. He said: ‘Young Barrowfield is a Methodist, I believe.’

‘Canon Midwinter will be the patron.’

‘Another Methodist, despite being a canon of the cathedral.’

‘They have asked me to be in charge, and I’m no Methodist.’

‘In charge! You’re very young for that.’

‘I’m twenty, and sufficiently well educated to teach children to read.’

‘I don’t like it,’ the bishop said decisively.

Elsie was not surprised, though his definite tone dismayed her. She had expected him to disapprove, and she had a plan for winning him around. But now she said: ‘Why on earth don’t you like it?’

‘You see, my dear, it’s not good for the labouring classes to learn to read and write,’ he said, shifting into paternal mode, the older man dispensing wisdom to utopian youth. ‘Books and newspapers fill their heads with half-understood ideas. It makes them discontented with the station in life that God has ordained for them. They get foolish notions about equality and democracy.’

‘But they ought to read the Bible.’

‘Even worse! They misunderstand the scriptures and accuse the Established Church of false doctrine. They turn into dissenters and nonconformists, and then they want to set up their own churches, like the Presbyterians and the Congregationalists. And the Methodists.’

‘Methodists don’t have their own churches.’

‘Give them time.’

Her father was good at the cut and thrust of argument: he had learned at Oxford. Elsie enjoyed the challenge normally, but this project was too important to be defeated by debating points. However, she had arranged a second visitor, one who might be able to talk her father around, and she had to continue the discussion until he showed up. She said: ‘Don’t you think reading the Bible would help labouring people to resist false prophets?’

‘Much better that they should listen to the clergy.’

‘But they don’t, so that’s a counsel of perfection.’

Arabella laughed. ‘You two,’ she said. ‘You argue like a Whig and a Tory. We’re not talking about the French revolution! It’s a Sunday school, children sitting on the floor scratching their names on slates and singing “We’re Marching to Zion”.’

The maid put her head around the door and said: ‘Mr Shoveller is here, my lord bishop.’

‘Shoveller?’

Elsie said: ‘The weaver. They call him Spade. He’s brought a length of cloth for me and Mother to look at.’ She turned to the maid. ‘Show him in, Mason, and give him a cup of tea.’

A weaver was several steps down the social ladder from the bishop’s family, but Spade was charming and well mannered: he had taught himself drawing-room etiquette in order to sell to the upper crust. He came in carrying a bolt of cloth. Attractive in a craggy sort of way, with unruly hair and an appealing grin, he was always well dressed in clothes made from his own fabrics.

He bowed and said: ‘I didn’t intend to interrupt you at breakfast, my lord bishop.’

Father was not very pleased, Elsie could tell, but he pretended not to mind. ‘Come in, Mr Shoveller, do.’

‘You’re very kind, sir.’ Spade stood where they could all see him and unwound a length of cloth. ‘This is what Miss Latimer was keen to look at.’

Elsie was not very interested in clothes – like Mother’s roses, they were too frivolous to hold her attention – but even she was struck by the gorgeous colours of the cloth, earthy red and a dark mustard yellow in a subtle check pattern. Spade walked around the table and held it in front of Arabella, being careful not to touch her. ‘Not everyone can wear these colours, but they’re perfect for you, Mrs Latimer,’ he said.

She stood up and looked at herself in the glass over the fireplace. ‘Oh, yes,’ she said. ‘They seem to suit me.’

‘The fabric is a mixture of silk and merino wool,’ Spade said. ‘Very soft – feel it.’ Arabella obediently stroked the cloth. ‘It’s warm, but light,’ Spade added. ‘Perfect for a spring coat or cape.’

It would be expensive, too, Elsie thought; but the bishop was rich and he never seemed to mind Arabella spending his money.

Spade stood behind Arabella and draped the cloth around her shoulders. She gathered the material at her neck and half-turned right, then left, to see herself from different angles.

Mason handed Spade a cup of tea. He put the bolt of cloth on a chair so that Arabella could continue to pose in it, then sat at the table to drink his tea. Elsie said: ‘We were discussing the idea of a free Sunday school for the children of the poor.’

‘I’m sorry I interrupted you.’

‘Not at all. I’d be interested in your opinion.’

‘I think it’s a splendid notion.’

‘My father fears it will indoctrinate the children with Methodism. Canon Charles is to be the patron, and Amos Barrowfield will help with the teaching.’

‘My lord bishop is wise,’ said Spade.

He was supposed to support Elsie, not the bishop.

Spade went on: ‘I’m a Methodist myself, but I believe that children should be taught the basic truths, and not be troubled by doctrinal subtleties.’

It was a good plain argument, but Elsie could see that her father was unmoved.

Spade went on: ‘But if everyone involved in your school is Methodist, Elsie, the Anglican Church would have to start its own Sunday school, to provide an alternative.’

The bishop grunted in surprise. He had not seen this coming.

Spade said: ‘And I’m sure many townspeople would love the idea of their children being told Bible stories by the bishop himself.’

Elsie almost laughed. Her father’s face was a picture of horror. He hated the idea of telling Bible stories to the unwashed children of Kingsbridge’s poor.

She said: ‘But, Spade, I will be in charge of the school, so I can make sure the children are taught only those elements of our faith which the Anglican Church and the Methodist reformers have in common.’

‘Oh! In that case I withdraw everything I said. And by the way, I think you’ll be
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Sunday Express

‘A tale of human courage and perseverance’

Evening Times

‘A highly enjoyable tale . . . This book evokes its period brilliantly’

The Sunday Times

‘A huge read, perfect for long winter nights’

Choice

‘The characters, both fictional and real, are fascinating, and the Tudor-period setting holds its own special allure. This is a novel that fans of historical fiction will savour and cherish’

The National
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