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			Chapter 1

			The Sum That Won’t Come Right

			The Weather Coming On

			The library at Glasfryn Court was the only warm room in a shuttered house on the Welsh Marches, where the glasshouses were an empire and the rest of it was mostly cold air and unpaid notes. On the first morning of March 1888, Crispin Hale, the estate’s land-agent, had settled into it after midnight with the spring accounts, a dying fire, and a column of figures that would not behave.

			He had worked them the way he always did in the worst hours, as a man holds off the dark by keeping his hands moving. He reached the foot of the page at last. It would not come right.

			He proved it a second time, because proving it was a kind of postponement. The rents were in, where they were in at all, and the arrears were a colour he had learned not to look at directly. The dilapidations ran to three pages of his own shorthand. The interest on the principal note, due at Michaelmas, sat at the foot of the second column in figures so neat they looked almost harmless. Hale had always written a clean hand, even when the news was foul. He bit the end of his pen and added the interest to the total, and the total told him what he had known it would tell him since the tenth of February, when the last tenant’s payment arrived short by a third.

			The lamp pooled gold on the green leather. The dog had been asleep on the fender for hours, one ear twitching now and then at some interior argument. Rain ticked against the black glass. From somewhere deep in the house’s cold body came the faint, irregular knock of water-hammer in the pipes. It was a sound that Strachan, Glasfryn’s head gardener, had been noting in his reports for six weeks with the particular grim brevity of a man watching something he cannot prevent.

			Hale turned to the second sheet. Strachan’s verdict, set down in Hale’s own shorthand the night before, was plain enough. The old boiler was near finished, a pipe-run furred to a thread. The range might hold for one more season if the weather was kind. The weather in the Marches was kind for no one.

			The arithmetic closed like a trap. No heat meant no collection. No collection meant no flower, no award, no buyer, and no note paid at Michaelmas.

			He set his pen down. The fire wanted coal it could not have, and the warmth had been thinning for the last hour, retreating toward the grate. A cold weight settled in his gut, the kind that persists past the fire and the lamp and the small rituals of a man trying to keep himself useful. He was twenty-seven years old and he had not slept, and somewhere out in the dark the Cathedral breathed its wet green warmth over plants worth more than everything else on the estate combined, and all of that warmth was running on a boiler held together, more or less, by Iain Strachan’s will and the accumulated stubbornness of twenty Welsh winters.

			On the shelf above the desk, the Sander catalogues stood in their foxed ranks, spines cracked from decades of consultation, and beside them the stud-book in which Sir Aubrey kept his records of nine years’ crossing in a hand so small it required a glass to read. Hale had looked at those pages once, by invitation, and had understood almost nothing of the Latin and even less of the diagrams, but the dates had been plain enough. Nine years. A man who spent nine years making a single flower was a man who trusted the future in a way Hale had never permitted himself.

			He heard the door before he heard the step.

			Sir Aubrey stood in the doorway in his working clothes, peat and bench-dirt under his nails, the lamp catching the early streak of grey at his temple. He went utterly, unnervingly still at the sight of the open ledger. It was the stillness of a man who has seen a thing he intended not to see.

			“You’re early,” Hale said.

			“Late,” Sir Aubrey said. “Or the other thing. I’ve been down since three.” He did not come further into the room. His gaze moved from the ledger to the second sheet, to the shorthand, and back to the lamp, which was neutral ground. “Hard season coming on.”

			“The plant’s wanting its heat,” Hale agreed, and the word plant did the work that collection and debt and autumn could not do in this room, in this house, at this hour.

			“Yes.” Sir Aubrey moved to the mantelpiece and stood with his back to the grate, which gave the fire its only assistance of the night. He was looking at the catalogues. “I’ve been thinking about the temperature differential. The middle house drops two degrees before dawn when the wind sets east. Strachan has it in hand, but.”

			“But,” Hale said.

			A pause. Outside, the rain eased to a slow drip from the eaves. The dog sighed on the fender without waking.

			“I was considering,” Sir Aubrey said, “whether we might economise on the lamp-oil. In the secondary houses. Where it’s less.”

			“I had the same thought.” Hale kept his voice easy. “Though a man who reckons by candle-ends will end by reckoning in the dark.”

			Something shifted in Sir Aubrey’s expression, a brief, dry warmth. “So he will.” He looked at the window, which had not yet begun to grey. “I think it can hold till May. The weather.”

			“I think it can be made to,” Hale said carefully.

			The word ruin did not come. Hale did not reach for it, and neither did Sir Aubrey. They stood on either side of it the way men stand on either side of a fire, warming themselves at what they will not touch, and that was enough. That was the register of the house, the valley’s first law made habitable: you could carry a thing without naming it, and being carried was its own form of relief.

			Sir Aubrey straightened from the mantel. “The Cattleya wants its nodes checked at first light. I should go back.”

			“Yes,” Hale said. “Go back.”

			He listened to the step recede down the corridor, the dim clank of the glasshouse door at the far end of the house, and then the silence of the library reasserting itself, which was the silence of three walls of books and one man and a fire that was mostly embers.

			Hale sat. He squared the papers into their proper order, the arrears on top, the shorthand below, the estimate he had not yet shown Sir Aubrey at the bottom where it could wait. Outside the streaming glass, the peat-brown thread of the river in the valley below was not yet visible, but it was there, as it was always there, running brown and cold toward the Lugg and the wider world, which knew nothing of any of this and would not be asked to.

			He reached the end of what diligence could do. He could feel it, the way one feels the edge of a table in the dark, not by seeing it but by the abrupt stop of the hand. The figures were correct. The boiler was failing. The season was coming on.

			Hale picked up his pen. There was a fresh sheet in the drawer. He pulled it out and smoothed it flat on the desk before him, because having a blank sheet in front of him was at least the posture of a man who knew what to do next. The posture was what he had. Outside the streaming glass, the first grey showed at the horizon, and below it, just visible now in the valley bottom, the peat-brown thread of the river ran toward the Lugg and the wider world, which knew nothing of any of this and would not be asked to.

			A Name Like a Draught

			The lamp was nearly done. Hale turned it down to save the oil, and the room shifted from gold to the flat blue-grey of a March dawn coming up behind cloud, the light leaching in around the shutters without warmth or ceremony. The fire was ash. The dog had gone, some time in the last hour, to wherever dogs go when they have decided a room is no longer worth inhabiting, and the library had contracted around him the way rooms do when the company is gone and the heat is going and there is nothing left but the work.

			He gathered the correspondence into its proper order. That was always where he began when he did not know what else to do: with the tidying, the ordering, the setting of one thing beside another in a sequence that made sense. It did not solve anything. It had never solved anything. But it was what his hands knew.

			At the bottom of the pile, where it had been sitting since Tuesday and needling him each time he shuffled past it, he found two things he had been putting off examining together. The first was a paragraph cut from the county paper, the sort of breathless social notice that Mrs. Pryce, the postmistress, would have read aloud at the post office counter with the satisfaction of a woman delivering news she had already known for a fortnight: R. Crale, Esq., lately of Birmingham, was pleased to announce certain improvements to the grounds and glasshouses at The Cedars, and had engaged Mr. So-and-so of the RHS to advise on the stocking of the new orchid range. The second item was a letter in a young man’s uncertain hand, addressed to Sir Aubrey, which Hale had opened in the ordinary course of his duties and wished he had not. Pugh, the third under-gardener, who had been with them three seasons and who knew the middle stove houses better than anyone short of Strachan himself, had found a position elsewhere. The wages were better. He was grateful for the opportunity Glasfryn had afforded him. He remained, and so forth.

			The name Crale appeared in both.

			Hale set them side by side on the desk and looked at them. R. Crale, Esq., of The Cedars, at the valley head: a Midlands ironmaster who had made his money in boilers and pipe-work and the engineering of heat, and who had arrived in Radnorshire the previous autumn with the settled intention of buying his way into the county’s esteem by means of the finest orchid collection that money could assemble. He had already hired away one of the collectors from Veitch, the great Chelsea nursery, poaching him from a Surrey gentleman who had engaged the man first. He had apparently bid on a parcel of Burmese imports at the last Protheroe sale and secured every lot he wanted. And now he had Pugh.

			The resentment that moved through Hale at this was clean and uncomplicated, and he was grateful for it. It had a shape and a direction. New money in loud waistcoats, purchasing loyalty by the yard, treating a valley’s worth of hard-built knowledge as a catalogue to be ordered from. It was a familiar species of disruption and Hale knew exactly what to think of it, and thinking exactly what to think of something was, at half past six on a sleepless morning, a comfort not to be dismissed.

			He let himself think it for a full minute.

			Then he caught, in the same breath that the resentment began to cool, how very little had quickened him otherwise over the course of the night. The columns: yes. The brief, arithmetic hope, just before two o’clock, that a transposition error might account for the gap and the figures might yet come right. That had quickened him. The satisfaction of proving it twice, the small professional cleanness of a ledger correctly closed even when it closed against him. Those things had quickened him. He tried to think of something else and found that he could not.

			He was twenty-seven years old.

			He sat with that for a moment in the cooling room, while the blue light continued its flat annexation of the corners and the smell of the turned-down wick drifted across the desk, that particular smell of blue smoke and hot brass that he associated, for no reason he had ever examined, with the end of things. Outside, the rooks had started in the elms. Below the streaming glass, the peat-brown thread of the river had appeared at the valley bottom, just visible in the growing light, running cold and indifferent toward the Lugg.

			He was the instrument his family had required him to become after his father’s bankruptcy, when being anything else had been a luxury none of them could afford. That had been a reasonable bargain at the time. He had understood it then and he understood it now. A man made himself useful; a man made himself reliable; a man did not, in the circumstances, permit himself the extravagance of wanting things that were not on offer. He had been useful for so long that usefulness had ceased to feel like a choice. It had come to feel, instead, like a floor: not a cage exactly, or not only a cage, but the thing beneath him that was there whenever he looked down, the solid and unasked-for fact of what he was for.

			Somewhere at the back of his mind, where he had put her and did not look, there was a girl in Shropshire who expected, and whose family expected, and whose expectations he had neither confirmed nor refused because confirming or refusing would have required him to have a view on the matter, and having a view on the matter would have required him to know what he wanted, and knowing what he wanted was the extravagance he had been declining for six years.

			He did not follow that thought. He noticed it, the way one notices a draught one has stopped feeling, and he set it aside.

			Being needed was not the same as being permitted to exist. He did not put it to himself in those words (he was not, this morning, in the business of putting things to himself in any words at all), but the understanding was there, just at the edge of the lamplight where the room went dark. The silence where something should have been. He registered it, and he did not name it, and he turned back to the desk.

			Strachan would want an answer about the boiler by breakfast. The range needed re-piping at speed, at scale, and at a price the estate could actually meet, and there was, when Hale considered the field with the honesty his profession required of him, precisely one firm in England whose proprietor combined the technical knowledge of glasshouse heating systems with the resources to undertake the work before the autumn. The firm built and installed coke-fired hot-water ranges as its primary trade. Its proprietor had, in fact, made his original fortune on exactly this kind of ironwork before the money had grown large enough to require a country house and an orchid collection to justify it.

			Hale pulled a fresh sheet from the drawer. He smoothed it flat. Outside, the rooks continued their argument, and the river ran, and the green breath of the stoves seeped under the library door, faint and warm and persistent, the smell of the Cathedral keeping its watch over everything the estate was worth.

			He dipped his pen. At the head of the sheet, in his careful, clean hand, he wrote the name he most resented: Crale.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Iron or Nothing

			The Beast Won’t Last the Year

			The boiler-house announced itself ten yards before the door, pushing heat out through the gap at the sill and the smell of coke-burn through the gap above it. The warmth was a comfort in February and a suffocation in August. In the first cold days of March it was something in between. Hale came through the low door at half past ten with the four estimates folded in his breast pocket and stood a moment inside the threshold while his eyes adjusted. Red firelight ran across soot-black walls and found nothing cheerful in them. The pipe-run traced a pale rust-streak down one joint, bright as a fresh wound, and the pressure gauge mounted on the west wall sat at a number Hale did not need to be an engineer to distrust.

			Strachan was at the firebox already, sleeves shoved back to the elbow, the old scar-traces on his forearms picking up the firelight. He was reading the boiler the way another man might read a sickening horse: one hand flat on the lagged pipe, very still, feeling for what the gauge would not tell him. He did not look up.

			“Third joint from the bend,” he said. “She’s weeping rust at the seam. Wire holding. Has been holding six weeks, aye, but wire was never meant to be a permanent repair on a hot-water run.” He moved his hand further up the pipe. “And the Marches winter has not been finished with us yet.”

			Hale let the door swing shut behind him and came further in. The heat closed around him completely, skin-prickling at the face and neck, while his back, still near the door, held onto the cold. He looked at the joint Strachan had indicated. The rust-weep had soaked through the lagging wrap below the wire and left a bright ochre stain on the whitewashed wall behind it. It was the kind of mark that accumulates by degrees, each morning a little worse than the last, never quite bad enough to force a decision until it was.

			“The gauge,” Hale said. “When did it start lying?”

			“October.” Strachan’s hand moved again. A sound came from somewhere in the upper section of the pipe, a dull knock and a gurgle, water-hammer in a tired joint. The pipes were talking to themselves in the way of a thing that has been complaining a long time without being answered. “I have been reading her by hand since. Temperature in the middle house drops two degrees on an east wind. That is not the wind. That is this.” He tapped the pipe once. “She cannot hold the draw.”

			Hale looked at the length of the run as it disappeared through the connecting wall into the Cathedral, forty feet of iron and lagging, and thought of the Cattleya in the middle house with its nodes waiting on heat that was no longer reliable. He thought of May. He unfolded the estimates.

			They spread the four sheets on the workbench beside the ash-shovel, and Strachan came to stand over them without being asked, wiping his hands on a rag that left them no cleaner.

			“Griffiths,” Hale said, setting a finger on the first sheet. “Good firm. Honest work. But he runs four men and a boy, and a re-pipe of this range is two months’ labour at minimum. He has a job in Knighton that will not release him before June.”

			Strachan made a sound that was not quite a word.

			“Beynon has the crew for it. Twelve men, proper ironwork experience, the right tools for a range this size. But he is committed through July to a brewery expansion in Leominster that he will not break. August is three months past the window.”

			“What window.”

			“May,” Hale said. “The Cattleya will want its nodes checked by the third week of April and its heat stable through to the first week of June. If the boiler fails anywhere in that period, we lose the flower. If we lose the flower, we lose the award. If we lose the award, we lose the money that covers the Michaelmas note.” He paused. “You know what the Michaelmas note means.”

			Strachan looked at him steadily. “You could just say we lose the house.”

			“Yes,” Hale said. “That.”

			Strachan turned to the third estimate. Hale watched him read the figure at the bottom of the page, watched the small stillness come over him, the same quality of stillness he brought to a plant that was failing in ways he had not yet diagnosed.

			“Two years’ rents,” Strachan said.

			“Two years and four months, by my reckoning.”

			“Which we have not got.”

			“No.” Hale folded the third sheet back and set it at the bottom of the stack. “There is a fourth quote. I have not brought it to the table.”

			The firebox roared through the silence. The water-hammer knocked once in the upper run, patient and deliberate, the sound of a thing that has time on its side.

			“You don’t need to bring it,” Strachan said. “I know the name at the head of it.”

			“There is one firm in the county that re-pipes a range at this scale and does it in six weeks.” Hale kept his voice level and professional, because those were the only two registers available to him at the moment. “One firm. We both know whose.”

			Strachan set the rag down. He turned to face the firebox rather than Hale, and the firelight caught the side of his face, the close-cropped beard and the set of his jaw, and what was in his expression was not anger. Anger would have been simpler. It was something older and more settled, the expression of a decision made long ago that had no intention of being revisited.

			“Last October,” he said, “that man sent his agent up here with a letter of enquiry. Professional courtesy, the letter called it. He wanted my methods. My propagation records. The notes from the hybridisation crosses.” He paused to let that breathe. “In this house, Mr. Hale, my word stands in the glasshouse above even the baronet’s. That has been the law of this place for thirty years and the tradition before it. My word in here is final. And my word is no. It was no in October. It is no today.”

			There was something beneath the steadiness. Hale heard it the way you hear a fault in a pipe: not the sound itself but the register of it, the frequency that tells a careful listener the pressure behind the wall is not what it ought to be. The thing beneath was older than professional principle and more personal, and it had the specific weight of a particular history rather than a general one. Hale did not press it. He filed it, as he filed everything, against a time when the filing might prove useful.

			“I understand your position,” Hale said.

			“Good.” Strachan picked up the ash-shovel. “Then we are done with the subject.”

			“I did not say I agreed with it.”

			Strachan looked at him.

			“I said I understood it.” Hale held his ground with the estimates in his hand and kept his voice entirely without heat. “Those are not the same thing. The question of what this estate can afford to refuse has not yet been answered by a point of principle, and I think you are too honest a man to pretend otherwise.”

			A silence. The firebox filled it.

			“She might see one more kind winter,” Strachan said at last. It was not a concession. It was not nothing. “The Marches has never had one, but she might.”

			“She might,” Hale agreed. He gathered the estimates and squared them against the bench. “I would sooner not stake the collection on the Marches having a change of character in 1888.”

			Strachan made a sound that was not quite a laugh, short and dry as a struck match. “Aye. Well. Nor would I.” He drove the shovel into the coke bin with a finality that closed the conversation without resolving it, which was perhaps the best result available to either of them, and turned his back to the room.

			Then Twm arrived.

			Tomos Probert came in the way he always came: all at once, hat pushed back from his forehead, cheeks bright with cold from running. The estate called him Twm, as it had since the Court took him from the workhouse at thirteen, and the estate was the only world he had known since. He was the youngest of the under-gardeners and the boiler-boy besides. He minded the night fire, ran messages between the bothy and the kitchen and the village, and knew where every man on the estate was at any given hour. He took up his position just inside the door with the bearing of a man delivering a military dispatch, shoulders back and feet planted, the information already held ready behind his eyes.

			“Mrs. Pryce says three carts of plate glass went up to The Cedars this week,” Twm said. “Tuesday and Wednesday and one this morning. And Dai Pugh, she saw him coming out of The Cedars’ gate on Tuesday, and he had his good coat on.” He drew a breath. “And Griffiths told Mr. Wynne at the Vaughan Arms last night that Crale’s taken Roberts from the Presteigne branch. Proper wages, Roberts said. Better than honest.”

			He said all of it without a note and without a pause for effect, and with no visible sense that he was holding anything dangerous. He had memorised it the way he memorised everything: complete, unembellished, ready for use. Mrs. Catrin Bevan, the housekeeper, had drilled decoration out of him until omitting it was simply how he worked.

			“Thank you, Twm,” Hale said.

			Twm nodded once, satisfied to have been useful, and was gone.

			Strachan had not moved from the firebox. He stood with his back to the room and did not offer any commentary. His back said it plainly enough.

			Hale stood with the estimates under his arm and let the new information settle. Pugh’s letter he had known about since yesterday, the resignation sitting on the library desk in its uncertain handwriting. Dai Pugh was different from his father. He was the second under-gardener, trained at Glasfryn from a boy. If Crale was pulling on the family, the thing was not opportunism. It was a campaign, patient and well-funded, aimed at taking apart what Glasfryn had built one skilled man at a time. Roberts from the Presteigne branch meant a competent crew foreman, the kind of man you hired when you were planning a large project at speed. Three carts of plate glass meant construction, not renovation. Something new was being raised at The Cedars, and it was being raised fast.

			There was a shape forming, and the shape was purposeful, and it was aimed straight up the valley.

			Hale pulled his coat straight. The firebox roared behind him as he pushed through the door, and the cold corridor took him back at once, pressing in at the collar and the cuffs as though it had been waiting with some patience. He walked back toward the library with the arithmetic still running in his head, the same figures turning in the same tight circle, and the question they kept returning to was not whether the estate could afford to bring Crale’s firm in. The question was whether there was anyone else who could be the one to ask.

			A Luxury the Estate Can’t Afford

			The corridor between the boiler-house and the library was the coldest passage in the Court, which was itself not a warm house. The shuttered rooms on either side held their damp and their darkness behind closed doors. The plaster above the dado rail had given up its pretence of whiteness sometime in the previous decade and gone the colour of old paper. He had walked this corridor enough times to stop seeing it as anything other than the passage between one task and the next. He thought of it now, briefly, as the kind of place that made a man aware of what he was carrying. Then he stopped thinking of it and kept walking.

			He had the estimates under his arm and the fourth sheet in his breast pocket, the one he had not laid on Strachan’s workbench. It bore no letterhead. It was his own calculation, assembled over the past fortnight from Crale’s published rates, the known scale of the firm’s operations, and his own careful arithmetic: what it would cost, how long it would take, and when men could be on the ground. The figures were his, not Crale’s, and he had not yet written to ask for the formal quote, because writing to ask was the thing he had not yet permitted himself to do. Glasfryn required exactly that. Strachan had now forbidden it.

			Hale set the estimates on the library desk beside the open ledger. The blue dusk was still just sufficient to read by, if reading was what he intended, but the ledger was not what he was looking at. He was looking at the word he had written at the head of a fresh sheet in the small hours, when the arithmetic had finally closed its trap: Crale. One word. A name and a decision and a problem in the same five letters.

			He sat down and opened the ledger without lighting the lamp, because the lamp would make the decision more real and it was real enough. He noticed, in the way he noticed figures that did not belong in a column, that he wanted Strachan to be right. Not the professional wanting, the wanting of a man who would prefer a cheaper and less complicated solution, but something that had no proper category in any ledger he kept. He set it to one side the way he set an anomalous figure to one side: noted, unexplained, not yet resolved. He wanted the old order to hold. He wanted the valley to keep its shape, its loyalty intact, its people where they had always been. If the valley kept its shape then Glasfryn kept its shape, and if Glasfryn kept its shape then Hale’s position in it remained what it was: the only floor he had stood on in six years.

			Six years since his father’s bankruptcy had remade the family’s prospects with an efficiency that was, in retrospect, almost admirable. The Shropshire house, the Shropshire name, the Shropshire girl his mother still wrote about in a tone of careful optimism, as though the engagement were merely suspended rather than strangled in its cradle. Hale had been twenty-five and in his first post and two weeks from a small but respectable step forward when the letter came. He had sent his own letter in return, the correct letter, the only letter a man in his position could write, and that had been the end of the step and the beginning of the floor.

			He had not wanted anything much since. That was the arrangement. Men sent to make good after a father’s disgrace could not afford preferences. The Shropshire girl wrote occasionally, or her mother wrote for her, and Hale wrote back in the same careful register, and the question between them was never asked directly, and he was grateful for that, because he did not know what the honest answer was and suspected it was not the correct one.

			He drew the ledger toward him and opened it at the March accounts. The figures were exactly as he had left them, as they always were, because figures did not shift in the night out of wishful thinking. Tenant arrears: short by a third since the tenth of February. Principal note: due at Michaelmas, the twenty-ninth of September. Two hundred and twelve days away. Not enough time for anything except the thing he was planning.

			He took the fourth sheet from his breast pocket and laid it beside the ledger. He looked at them together for a long time.

			Pride did not appear in any column. That was the plain fact of it. Whatever the valley wanted of him, whatever Strachan wanted, whatever the fierce pull of his own instinct wanted, none of it appeared in any column. The columns were what mattered. They said one thing only: the estate could not meet May with a dying boiler, and only one firm could re-pipe in time. The name of that firm was at the head of the sheet in front of him.

			The crack he had been aware of all morning opened a little further. The agent’s duty was to save Glasfryn, even at the cost of surrendering a yard of it. The valley’s wish was that he never bend toward the new money, never give Crale a foothold, never let the brass band set foot among the plants. He could not serve both. He had known since October, since the boiler had first knocked on an east wind and Strachan had begun reading the pipes by hand, that he could not serve both. He had been waiting for the morning when the knowing became a decision.

			He thought about Crale, without particularly meaning to. He did it the way he thought about things he resented: circling, not approaching. Reuben Crale, Esq., ironmaster, entirely self-made. He was buying his way up the valley and into the county with the cheerful aggression of a man who had been told all his life that money was not enough. He had accumulated so much of it that the point was now moot. Hale had never met him. He had read the informal report that Mrs. Gwladys Pryce, the Llanvenny postmistress, had assembled from the tradesmen’s carts and passed up to the estate by the usual route. What those materials assembled, taken together, was a picture he found that he disliked with a vigour somewhat in excess of what the facts alone warranted. A man who bought other men’s methods. A man who hired away other men’s gardeners at wages that honest ground could not match. A man who would set heavy black letterhead beside a slim brown ledger and quietly, without discourtesy, win.

			He told himself it was the principle he objected to. The new money swallowing the old loyalty, the valley’s careful order disrupted by a cheque-book pointed at it from outside. That was a legitimate grievance. That was the kind of resentment a man in his position was entitled to feel.

			He did not examine why a man he had never met occupied quite so much of his thinking.

			Dusk thickened to dark. He had been sitting in the failing light without noticing it fail, which was the kind of thing that happened when a decision was making itself whether a man attended to it or not. He lit the lamp. The library came back around him, warm and particular, the foxed ranks of the Sander catalogues along the shelves and Sir Aubrey Vaughan’s stud-book above the desk in its microscopic hand, the woodsmoke and the lamp-oil and the faint ghost of coke still in his coat from the boiler-house.

			He pulled the fresh sheet toward him. Crale was already written at the head of it from the night before. Below it he wrote, in his careful deliberate hand, the date: 1 March 1888. Below that: call Tuesday the sixth.

			The valley would know by the time he reached the gate.

			He did not permit himself to feel anything about that, which was itself a kind of feeling, and he did not examine that either. He squared the sheet with the edge of the desk, set the ledger on top of it, and put the lamp out. He sat for a moment in the dark of the library while the fire settled in the grate and the rain came back against the glass, and he let the decision be made, since it was made. Then he got up and went to find his supper.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Cap in Hand

			A Figure Too Low

			The drawing-room at The Cedars had been furnished in a single determined afternoon, every piece chosen for what it announced rather than what it invited, and the overall effect was of prosperity auditioning anxiously for its own approval. Four lamps burned in a room that had enough afternoon light to read by without them. The fire in the grate was built for a hall twice this size, and the heat pressed at Hale the moment the door opened, thick and faintly sweet with new paint beneath the woodsmoke. A footman showed him in with the careful tread of a man still learning where the furniture lived. There was no valley in that voice when he announced the visit, and none in the stiff back, either.

			Hale stood and waited, his hat in his hands, and took stock.

			The bottles on the sideboard had not been opened twice. He could see it in the level of the spirit, in the bright unworn stoppers. The gilt on the mirror-frame was still raw, each acanthus leaf sharp-edged and catching the lamplight without the soft blur that age puts on a surface. The whole room performed. It performed prosperity and ease, the settled weight of a family that had always lived this way. It was wrong by one generation in every detail, like a man wearing his father’s clothes before he had grown into them.

			He heard Crale before he saw him. The laugh arrived first, carrying through the door ahead of its owner, too loud and half a beat early, the way a nervous man fills a room before he enters it. Then the man himself: big, broad, the waistcoat a loud brandy-gold brocade, and the hand thrust forward before the social exchange had quite begun.

			“Mr. Hale. Good of you to come up.” The grip was warm and calloused and went on slightly longer than Hale had expected. “You’ll have a drink. No, you’ll have a drink, I insist.”

			Hale allowed himself to be steered toward a chair and accepted a glass he did not intend to use. He set it on the table at his elbow and arranged his expression into something between courtesy and purpose.

			“Mr. Crale. I’ll come to the point, if I may. Glasfryn is looking to modernise its pipe range, the boiler system and the distribution runs through the stove houses. We have found ourselves in a position to invest in the infrastructure, and your firm came recommended as having done excellent work in the county.”

			He watched Crale receive this. The big man had settled opposite him and was turning the brandy glass in those wide hands. For a moment Crale visibly considered the social version of a response, the genial one, the one that kept the brass going. Then something shifted in the heavy face, a dropping of register, and the man who answered was a different man entirely.

			“What’s your run? Pipe diameter and length, stove house by stove house. Have you got figures?”

			Hale produced Strachan’s notes, edited. He had copied out the measurements and gradients and nothing that named the scale of the deterioration. Crale took the sheet without ceremony, read it twice, and began asking questions that Hale could only partially answer: the fall between the boiler and the Cathedral, the age of the existing joints, whether the third-house manifold had been rodded in the last five years.

			“I can’t speak to the manifold,” Hale said. “The head gardener’s province.”

			“His province and a half,” Crale said, still reading. “Whoever laid this original run knew what he was about. Good gradient, sensible sizing. But it’s old. How old?”

			“I couldn’t say precisely.”

			Crale looked up at him over the paper. The appraisal was quick and shrewd and not unkind. “You could say why the hurry, though.”

			“Prudent maintenance,” Hale said. “We have found ourselves able to undertake it before the season puts a premium on the labour.”

			“Mm.” Crale handed the paper back. “And the baronet, Sir Aubrey, takes an interest in the practical side?”

			“Sir Aubrey’s attention is primarily the collection.”

			“Sensible arrangement.” The appraisal again, briefer. “All right. I can give you a figure.”

			He crossed to the writing table and spent four minutes with a pen and a sheet of paper, and Hale sat with his glass untouched and listened to the fire and the scratch of the nib and the distant sound of a cart in the yard. He had been running numbers in his head the whole drive up. He had a floor in mind, what the estate could bear, and alongside it what he had estimated a firm of Crale’s standing would charge, and the two figures were close enough to be survivable but not comfortable.

			Crale came back and handed him the paper.

			Hale read it. He read it again. He kept his face arranged.

			The figure was wrong. Not wrong as in implausible. It was a real figure, a careful figure, the kind that showed its working. It was wrong because it sat below cost, not the margin he had steeled himself for and not even bare cost, but below it, by a sum that a man in Crale’s position did not arrive at by accident or generosity, and certainly not by arithmetic error.

			“There may be a misunderstanding,” Hale said. “This is for the full run? Both distribution legs, the Cathedral manifold included?”

			“Both legs, manifold, new lagging on the vulnerable joints. Any run this age will have them, and you dress them as a matter of course.” Crale waved a large hand. “A reference from the Vaughan range is worth more to me over five years than the margin on one job. Good iron sells more good iron. And it is only neighbourly.”

			“We would need to settle terms,” he said. “Payment schedule, commencement date.”

			“Come up Thursday and we’ll put it in writing.” Crale reached across and slid the untouched glass deliberately toward him, with the easy authority of a man who had decided the answer was yes before the question was asked. This time, for reasons he did not examine, Hale took it.

			The hand that closed briefly over his to steady the transfer was warm and dry and calloused, and it was gone before Hale had decided what to do about it.

			What Is He Really Buying?

			Crale walked him out the long way.

			Hale had expected the front door and the trap, had his hat already in his hand, and instead found himself steered through a side passage and out into a yard where the cold arrived after the smothering house like a clean argument. The glasshouse was half-built, its iron skeleton standing against the pale dusk sky, and beside it the engine-shed squatted low and purposeful, its door already open.

			“Won’t keep you a moment,” Crale said, and the tone was different again. The brass was gone, replaced by something simpler: a man who wanted to show someone something he had made. He pushed the shed door wide and stood back.

			The ironwork inside was beautiful. Hale registered this before he could stop himself. The ordered gleam of new pipe filled the shed-gloom. The boiler crouched at the far wall, its pressure gauge centred, its joints dressed clean. Along the near wall a rack of fittings ran sorted by size and type, with

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/divider-small.png





OEBPS/image/themanwhoboughtthevalley.jpg
b PSS s il ss 4
sfryn @I’chl 31’\ &OOk? f

‘“‘i'

& :ﬁk(}la

Q
NG Z

@ .

=

A Slow-Burn Boss and Emplgy‘
& MM Historical Romance






