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    PART ONE

  


  
    ONE


    Wednesday, 3 September 1902

    



    Ellie, why cant we go without them? If we dont get to Fishergate soon, there wont be any places left!


    John Pride, we can see everything in the procession just as well here at home on Friargate as we can from Fishergate, Ellie reminded her younger brother with neighbourhood loyalty. And it was true. As Ellie looked out of the parlour window of their home above their fathers butchers shop, she could see down into the street decorated with hundreds of yards of bunting to celebrate this, the first Preston Guild of the new century and the first in the reign of the new King.


    But the procession will be here soon and Ill never see everything on the Textile Trades drays from inside! And everyone wants to see them, John protested, his lower lip protruding mutinously as he glowered at Ellie. Theyre going to have real working machines, and theyre going to be the best displays in the whole parade


    John Pride, how can you say that? Connie, the middle one of the three Pride children, cut him off challengingly. Our dads lot, the Master Butchers, is going to be the best. They are going to have two bullocks, sheep, shepherd boys leading collie dogs, journeymen in butchers attire, and boys on horses, she announced triumphantly, ticking off the list on her fingers.


    Oh, I know all about that, John fought back scornfully, and I knew about it before you did, because our dad told me first and not youand


    No he did not, Connie denied hotly.


    Yes he did.


    Will you two stop it? Ellie Pride demanded, a quick elder-sister frown creasing the smoothness of her pretty face. Now, John, is that a dirty mark on your collar already? And just look at your new suit! You know what Mother said As she tutted and fussed, secretly, and despite her newly grown-up sixteen-year-old status, a part of her positively itched to be out on the street with the rest of the excited crowd. But, of course, she wasnt going to admit as much to her younger sister and brother. Their mother had left Ellie in charge.


    A little self-consciously she touched the pins holding up her hair. She had been practising putting it up for weeks now, but this was the first time she had been allowed to appear in public with it worn in such an adult way.


    Her new dress was also more grown-up than that of one fourteen-year-old Connie, who was still wearing a girls starched white pinafore over hers, her long hair curling loosely down her back as she kicked impatiently at the strut of the wooden chair on which she was sitting.


    Stifling her own longing to be outside joining in the fun, Ellie reproved John. You know that we are to stay here in the house until our Aunt and Uncle Gibson and our cousins come round from Winckley Square, and then we are all to watch Father leading the Master Butchers in the Guild parade. Once they have gone by well go to Moor Park to see the Earl of Derby open the agricultural show.


    Well, I agree with John. I dont want to wait for our Aunt and Uncle Gibson either, Connie announced rebelliously. She considered herself far too grown-up to be told what to do by a mere sister.


    John pulled a mutinous face at Ellie. Why do we have to go to the showground with Aunt and Uncle Gibson, anyway? I dont like them. Just because they live in Winckley Square and Uncle Gibson is a doctor, they think theyre better than us. Father doesnt think so. He says it takes more skill to butcher a beast properly than it does to


    John Pride! Ellie stopped him warningly.


    John looked warily at her. He knew that there was nothing his sisters hated more than him talking about the more gory aspects of their fathers trade, though it regularly proved to be an excellent way of reinforcing his male superiority over them. Even if he was just ten, and the youngest of the family, he was still the only son, the one who would in time inherit the family business.


    Ellie, however, despite her own delicate and feminine appearance, was not someone to be recklessly baited or disobeyed. She might be all dressed up in a new frock made for the occasion by their mothers dressmaker, and be wearing her hair up in a way that made her look disconcertingly grown up, but, as John had good cause to know, she could still outrun him and deliver a smart buffet that would leave his ears stinging.


    Anyway, John added, they havent got so much to be high and mighty about now, not with our dad being President of the Master Butchers this year, and being on the Guild Committee.


    Prestons famous Guild celebrations went back to the time when the town had been granted its Guild Merchant charter. As the Guild ceremonies were only re-enacted and celebrated once every twenty years their occurrence naturally generated intense excitement in the town.


    You know that Mother wouldnt like it if she could hear what you are saying, Ellie reproved her brother. Aunt Gibson is her sister, and you know that Mother was


    One of the beautiful Barclay sisters, Ellies siblings chanted in unison.


    Quickly, Connie, Ellie. Come and look, John demanded, scrambling from the chair hed pulled up to the window to stand on the windowsill itself and crane his neck so that he could look down the street. Theres a photographer waiting. I bet the procession wont be long now.


    John Pride, come down from that window right now, Ellie began, but John wasnt listening to her.


    When I grow up Im going to be a photographer, he continued importantly.


    You cant be, Connie objected. Youll have to be a butcher like Dad. All the Prides have been butchers.


    Not all of them, John argued. Uncle William isnt.


    No, well, thats because he was the younger brother and, anyway, hes a drover and not a photographer and you cant be either


    Yes I can!


    No you cant.


    Can, can, can


    As John jumped down from the window and reached out to tug on Connies hair she let out a shriek and tried to box his ears.


    Stop it, both of you, Ellie commanded. Otherwise I shall send you to your rooms and you will miss the parade completely.


    You cant do that; you arent our mother, Connie objected fiercely. Anyway, I dont think its fair that we arent allowed to go to any of the balls, she announced, strategically changing the subject, but not before she had aimed a quick triumphant hidden kick at Johns shin. Two of the girls from school were both going to private dances.


    Private dances are different from public balls, Ellie reminded her sister wearily.


    Connie was like quicksilver, her moods and reactions changing so abruptly that it could be exhausting just trying to keep pace with her.


    You know that Mother and Father cant have a party of their own because they will have to attend the official ball, with Father being President of the Master Butchers this year, and on the Guild Committee. And because of that he will be too busy to take us to any of the subscription balls, Ellie explained patiently, though she was aware that Connie knew this as well as she did.


    Aunt and Uncle Gibson are having a private party, though. I heard cousin Edward talking about it after church last week. Why cant we


    Quick, quick. The floats are coming! Johns excited cry brought his sisters hurrying to press their noses up against the glass.


    A roar of excitement from the crowds massed on the pavements below greeted the arrival of the procession. Ellie was every bit as excited as her younger brother and sister, even though she tried not to show it. After all, this was her first Guild celebration too.


    For the first time in the Guilds history, because of the huge number of displays, the procession had been split into two parts: the Textile procession and the Trades procession. The Textile procession was the first to parade down Friargate.


    The Prides had been butchers in Preston for close on four hundred years, and Robert Pride was every bit as proud of his family tradition as his wife Lydias family were of their more gentrified professional status.


    Just look at that, John cried out as a huge horse-drawn dray lumbered past, filled with pretty female millworkers in immaculate outfits weaving at their loom.


    A little hesitantly Ellie peered over her brothers shoulder.


    The cotton millworkers were considered to be lowest in the towns workers pecking order, and Lydia Pride had never allowed her own children to mix with them. Some of the millworkers had been foundlings, and the threat of being condemned to the workhouse was never far away from the poorer paid.


    Ellie had been warned by her mother that she must behave in a grown-up and ladylike way; that she must always remember that she would be judged by her behaviour as well as by her position in the towns society. She must never forget, Lydia Pride had told her daughter, that although her father was a tradesman, she, her mother, came from the towns professional class.


    Ellies grandfather had been a solicitor, and his elder brother had been a judge. Lydias sisters had all married within their own class, and Lydia was determined that her two daughters would be brought up as young ladies, as she had been.


    Beneath the window, Friargate was thronged with people: those standing watching the procession and those following it, the latter being a boisterous crowd of apprentices and schoolboys, in the main, out for the kind of mischief her younger brother was quite obviously itching to take part in, Ellie recognised.


    Their maid, Jenny, was standing outside on the pavement with several other girls. Lydia Pride had taken Annie, her cook, with her when she had left to go to Moor Park, where she and the other wives were in charge of organising one of the refreshment pavilions, in this, the hottest Guild Week in living memory.


    Ellie had noticed the thin curl of her Aunt Gibsons lip when her mother had mentioned her refreshment pavilion duties.


    My dear Lydia, she had exclaimed fastidiously, surely it would have been better to have brought in caterers! Alfred insisted that I have our small party catered.


    Robert wanted to make sure that the meats that were served were of the highest quality, Ellies mother had responded in her gentle, well-modulated voice, and he says that the only way to do that is to oversee the ordering and cooking ourselves. It seems that some of the more unscrupulous caterers provide very inferior food. And, after all, in view of Roberts trade


    Ah, yestrade, Ellies aunt had sighed disdainfully. It is such a pity, my dear she had continued, stopping when she realised that Ellie was listening. But Ellie knew what she had been about to say. It was no secret to the Pride children that their mothers sisters felt she had married beneath her.


    Absently Ellie glanced at the float passing beneath the window. The young workers on it might be immaculately dressed today in their pinafores and caps, but everyone knew about the unpleasant, often dangerous, working conditions and low pay that these women had to endure, whilst those who owned the mills lived in the towns biggest and finest houses.


    A group of rough-looking young men were running alongside the float and, without meaning to, Ellie discovered that she was staring at one of them. The sun was shining down on the thick dark curls of his capless head. She could see the sinewy strength of his muscular arms through the soft cotton of the shirt he was wearing open at the neck, she noticed, before her face coloured in self-consciousness. There was something about him that made her feel oddexcited, nervous, tingling with the sudden rush of unfamiliar sensation invading her body. That feeling made her angry with herself and even more angry with him for being the cause of it. His skin was warmly tanned, as though he worked outside. Was he perhaps one of the railway workers who had been responsible for adding the extra platforms to the station to cope with the influx of visitors come to enjoy the Guild Week celebrations?


    Prestons Guild Week was famous throughout the country and even further. It had been in the papers that visitors were expected from as far afield as Canada, Australia, and even New Zealand.


    It had taken the committee organising the celebrations nearly two years to plan everything. Ellie could well remember her father returning from his meetings in either a state of high exultation and triumph, or deep despondency, and one of the committees most spectacular achievements had been to obtain the offer by the new electric company of free electric lighting for the event. People would come from counties away just to see that, Robert Pride had forecast excitedly.


    Leaning a little closer to the window, Ellie gazed at the young man below her, her dark blue eyes becoming darker, and her soft skin a little pinker, her lips parting as she breathed faster, caught up in a sensation she herself did not understand.


    As though somehow he had sensed her curiosity he suddenly stood still in the street and looked up at the window.


    His eyes were a curiously light silver grey, and there was something about himEllie gave a tiny little shudder before snatching her gaze away from his. He had no right to look at her in thatthat openly bold andand dangerous way. No right at all.


    Ellie, why is that man staring up at us? John demanded.


    Silly, its because were girls, Connie answered him, preening as she tugged on her ringleted curls and coquetted openly, giggling when the stranger suddenly swept her a deep bow, and then reached into his pocket to remove three coloured balls, which he proceeded to juggle expertly.


    Oh, look at him, isnt he clever? Ellie, I want to go down and give him a penny.


    No, you mustnt! Ellie protested, horrified.


    Mother would want me to. You know shes always saying that we should be charitable, Connie insisted smugly. Come on, John.


    What? Waste a penny on him? No fear, John refused sturdily. I want to buy myself a toffee apple at the park.


    The procession was moving on, and the juggler was being urged to join it by his companions. Connie laughed and clapped her hands together as he returned the juggling balls to his pocket and swept the Prides another bow.


    Someone was knocking on the back door to the house, and Ellie could hear Jenny, who had obviously returned to her duties, going to answer it. She knew that the arrivals would be their aunt and uncle, who would have taken a short cut through Back Lane to reach them. Her brother and sister, obviously sharing her thoughts, both ran towards the door, anxious to join in the celebrations.


    As Ellie lingered, the young man stood watching her. Just before she turned away he suddenly gave her a look so undisguisedly bold that it shocked her, his gaze lingering on the bosom of her gown before he deliberately blew her a cheeky kiss.


    Scarlet-cheeked, Ellie hurried away.

    



    Tiredly, Lydia Pride started to remove the feathers from her headdress. In the mirror she could see her husband, Robert, walking up behind her. Bending down, he brushed his lips against the bare skin of her shoulder.


    You looked beautiful tonight, he told her approvingly. I did very well for myself the day I married you, Lydia.


    Silently Lydia watched him. He had been outstandingly handsome as a young man and very confident. He was still handsome now, at close to forty, and, if anything, even more confident. He had told her the first time they met that he intended to marry her. She had laughed at him then. Her father was a solicitor, and her parents had a large house in Winckley Square. Robert lived over his butchers shop in Friargate, with his widowed mother, his younger brother and his two sisters, and there was no way Lydia could ever see herself marrying someone like him.


    Did you see the Earl talking with me, Lydia? Robert demanded. He spent longer with me than with anyone else, he boasted. He said that beef you served him was the finest he had ever tasted. See if I dont get a good deal of extra business from this. We could even open a second shop. My, but that sour-faced brother-in-law of yours looked put out when he saw how much more interested in what I had to say the Earl was than in him. I can never understand what your sister saw in him. Hes about as much use as a pocket in a shirt.


    Hes a doctor, Robert, Lydia replied a little tartly. Self-confidence was all very well, but there was such a thing as reality! And in the eyes of the world at large, there was no way a butcher could be considered on an equal social footing to a doctor. Or a butchers wife and familys status equivalent to that of a doctors a fact that was beginning to prey with increasing frequency on Lydias private thoughts. They live in a fine house in Winckley Square.


    Frowning, Robert looked at her. Whats to do, lass?


    As always at times of emotion, the strong Preston burr of his accent intensified. Lydia made a mental note to ensure that John would be sent to Hutton Grammar School once he was old enough. There he would be mixing with boys of the same social standing as her sisters sons and would lose that accent.


    Nothing. Nothing is wrong, she denied, answering Robert defensively. Why do you ask?


    Well, its just that lately you seem to be forever comparing our life to that of your sisters and finding ours wanting. Do you find it wanting, Lyddy? The simple directness was so much a part of his character and his strength.


    Lydia felt a touch of shame and remorse. Oh, Robert, Im sorry. I didnt meanits just that with the girls growing up, especially EllieRobert, she swung round eagerly to face him, she is so very pretty. Prettier than any of her cousins prettier, I think, than I was myself, and she could have so much. I dont want her to


    To what? To marry beneath her, like you did?


    Lydia bit her lip.


    Lyddy, I dont know whats happened to you just lately. I thought Id made you happy; seen to it that you wanted for naught. Why, Ive built the business up to four times what it was, and you wait and see, we shall see it increase even more after today.


    Oh, Robert, Lydia protested guiltily, it isnt for myself that Iworry. Its for the girls. I want them to be


    Young ladies! Yes, I know. But they are a butchers daughters my daughters and that should be good enough for anyone. And all these airs and graces youve insisted on giving them! Piano lessons; dancing lessons He shook his head.


    Its no more than my sisters daughters have. No more than I had myself! Lydia pointed out passionately. I dont want to see either Ellie or Connie wasting herself on somesome going-nowhere apprentice, Robert. I wouldnt be doing my duty to them as their mother if I allowed that to happen.


    Has it occurred to you that who or where they marry will be out of our hands? Loves like that, Lyddy, as you and I have good cause to know.


    Love Lydia moved restlessly in her chair. Yes, she had loved Robert. Passionately, violently, wildly. But the experience of those emotions, of being held in thrall to them and being overwhelmed by them, was not something she wanted for her daughters. No, for them she wanted what she herself had disdained especially for Ellie, whose beauty, even if Ellie herself was unaware of it as yet, was truly out of the ordinary.


    Yes, love, Robert repeated, his voice thickening. Our kind of love, Lyddy, and Ill bet that that is something that those posh sisters of yours wont ever have had!


    Lydia stiffened a little as he slowly edged her low-necked, lace-trimmed ball gown even lower down her arms to expose the soft flesh of her breasts.


    Robert! she protested. You know what we were told, what Alfred said the specialist said. That I should not have another child.


    She had lost a child at birth eight months after Robert had first learned he was to be on the Guild Committee, and they had been told then that it would not be safe for her to conceive again. The lost baby, a boy child, had damaged her inside. Since then Robert had been acutely careful but Lydia still worried.


    There wont be a child, Robert assured her thickly. I shall see to that. God, but I want you, Lyddy


    He had always been a vigorously sexual man, which was part of what had attracted Lydia to him in the first place, even if she had been too nave then to recognise her feelings for what they were. He had been very different from the other young men she had known: the sons of her parents friends, destined to enter either the legal or medical professions, like their fathers and their grandfathers. Robert had been a breath of dangerously exciting fresh air, blowing through her sheltered world and catching her up in it.


    Marry Robert Pride! My dear, no, you cant mean it! her mother had protested, shocked.


    But Lydia had meant it. She had been of age, and she had had her little bit of money left to her by her grandmother and, more important so far as she had been concerned, she had had love and Robert.


    And, of course, she still loved him, but now she had her daughters futures to think of, and now, ironically, she understood just how her own mother must have felt because there was no way she wanted her daughters to follow her example. No! What she wanted for them was what she herself had so recklessly disdained: the house in Winckley Square like her elder sister, Amelia; or the elegant vicarage like Jane, her second; or the handsome mansion in Hoylake on the Wirral, like the elder of her twin sisters, Lavinia, who had married a solicitor. Her twin Emilys husband was the headmaster of Hutton grammar school twenty miles away.


    The futures of their sons and daughters, unlike her own, were assured. Their sons, unlike her John, would automatically go to Hutton, as her father had done; her daughters, like theirs, might have been educated at Prestons Park School, but, once adult, the world of their cousins would be closed to Ellie and Connie, unless they married into it.


    Roberts hungry, demanding kisses distracted her. It was a hot night; the sounds of the revelry outside echoing into their bedroom.


    Robert, please be careful, she pleaded with him as he slipped her dress off her shoulders and started to unlace her.


    She always worried when, as now, he was in one of his ebullient, boisterous moods, filled with energy and excitement, just in case he should forget himself and the precautions they were obliged to take. She gave a small moan as she felt him touching her, her body tensing and then quivering as the aching sensation of wanting him began its familiar dance with her fear. Outside, the raucous laughter of some late revellers masked the small groan of pleasure she gave as her own need overwhelmed her fear. It had always been like this between them for her; her own secret cause of joy and shame. She had no idea where it had come from, this deep, dangerous chord of sensuality, so strong that it could override everything else.


    Calling out to Robert, she dug her nails into the strong muscles of his arms, lifting her body against his, driven by her own hunger. Wrapping herself around him, she drew him down against her and into her body, glorying in the hot, strong feel of him inside her.


    No, her sisters would never have known anything like this. Even now, Robert still had the power to make her want him with a ferocity that shocked her in the cold light of day as much as it thrilled her in the sweaty, secret, dark heat of night.


    And it had been so long. WeeksPassionately she bit at his mouth, and felt him shudder as she urged him to thrust deeper.


    Lyddy Robert tried to protest, but he ached so much for her as much now, after nearly twenty years of marriage, as he had done when they had first met. But they had to be careful. There must be no childhe must not


    Gritting his teeth, Robert made to withdraw from her, but Lyddy refused to let him, moaning in protest, clinging to him, locking her muscles and writhing frantically against him.


    No. Lyddywe must not Robert repeated, but the words were lost, torn from him by Lydias passionate kiss.


    It had always been like this between them, and Lydia desperately hoped that she might not have passed on to her daughters this wanton strain in her nature of which she was so ashamed.


    As the sensation inside her swelled and grew, it became impossible for her to think any longer only to feel, to ache, to want


    She was almost there. Almost


    Robert! As she cried his name and clung to him she felt him groan and jerk back from her.


    The spill of his completion fell hot and sticky against her thigh.


    Shuddering, and gripped only by her own sense of aching frustration, Lydia reached out to guide his hand to her body so that he might complete what he had started.

  


  
    TWO


    Now remember, we are all to stay together, Robert warned his family as they stepped out into the street to join the crowds already there, intent on watching the final torch-lit procession of the Guild celebrations as it made its way through the streets to the barracks.


    It had been a long day. After attending a subscription lunch they had seen the matine performance of The Yeomen of the Guard at the Theatre Royal in Fishergate. From there Robert had taken John to watch the traditional football match played by the Guild against Woolwich Arsenal. And now they were joining the crowds pouring through the streets to watch and follow the procession.


    Just the noise from the revellers was enough to make Ellie want to cover her ears.


    I dont think theres any point in trying to get to Fishergate, her father was saying. Theres even more people here than I expected. Theyre saying that the shopkeepers in Fishergate have made hundreds of guineas letting out viewing space from their windows.


    Well, we have had just as good a view from our own home, Lydia told him, and it hasnt cost us a single penny!


    She gave a small gasp and clung tightly to her husbands arm as the crowd swirled round them. Stay close together, children, she urged them anxiously. Connie, you hold on to me and, Ellie, you take charge of John and keep close to us. Robert, are you sure its safe to be out? she asked uncertainly. The street is packed so close with people that in the heat I feel I can hardly breathe.


    They are saying that it is the best-attended Guild on record, Robert confirmed happily. And we shall be perfectly all right just so long as we stay together.


    Dad, just look at that, John called out excitedly, as a group of ghostly looking grotesques walked past, their torches held aloft to illuminate their eerie masks and costumes.


    Ellie shuddered, as repelled by their appearance as her younger brother was admiring.


    The noise from the revellers watching and the participants in the procession was ear-shatteringly strident: young children blew shrill toy trumpets, girls screamed, and each group participating in the parade seemed to have its own musical accompaniment. A group of boisterous young men, shouldering their way through the crowds, were singing bawdy music-hall songs, whilst another group sang a rousing military anthem.


    All around the Prides the warm night air was punctuated by the sounds of peoples enthusiastic excitement, and as for the smells! Ellie wrinkled her nose as one of the Southport shrimpers walked past in her distinctive local dress, carrying a tray of her wares. The wings of her white hat were so wide that Ellie marvelled they werent crushed by the crowd, but then everyone knew that the shrimpers were a formidable band of women and took care not to jostle them.


    John started to beg for some, but Lydia shook her head. It had been a hot day, and heaven alone knew just how long the shrimps had been on those trays. A scuffle broke out amongst the crowd and Robert started to move his family out of the way.


    Ellie, let go of me, John demanded. He had seen a school friend a few yards away and was determined to boast to him about how close he had been able to get to the balloon in Avenham Park before it had begun its ascent.


    John! Ellie protested, as he finally broke her hold and darted into the crowd. Come back here.


    She went after him, calling crossly to him as she did so, but he refused to pay any attention to her.


    Having gained his freedom, John quickly abandoned his original goal of reaching his friend and instead started to make for the front of the street, intent on getting a better view of the procession. He thought it a poor thing that his father had refused to allow him out on his own or, at the very least, agreed that they could walk alongside the procession.


    For an agile ten-year-old, wriggling through the tight-packed mass of people was relatively easy; for Ellie, following furiously in his wake, it was very much more difficult.


    With her hair up and her new dress on she was not a young girl any more but a young woman. Disapproving matrons and high-spirited young men both commented on her progress through their midst in terms that brought a hot sting of colour to her face, although for very different reasons.


    When one young gallant actually dared to refuse to let her pass until she had allowed him a kiss, she gave him such a look of fulminating fury and disdain that he immediately stepped back. Where on earth was John? Despairingly Ellie searched the crowd. She had come only a few yards down Friargate, but the press of people was such that she felt almost as though she was in an alien land. All around her she could hear the hum of unfamiliar accents mingling with those of the townsfolk.


    John! she called out, relief filling her as she suddenly saw his familiar tow-coloured head only feet away from her.


    The procession was almost out of Friargate now and, as Ellie plunged into the crowd to grab hold of John, it suddenly became a dangerous maelstrom of humanity as it poured into the space left by the procession and surged down the street behind it. To Ellies shock she suddenly found herself being lifted off her feet by the sheer force of the tightly packed bodies and carried forward, totally helpless. She started to panic, frantically trying to turn round and make her way back to where she had last seen John, but the press of the crowd made it impossible for her to do so. It was the most frightening sensation she had ever experienced.


    She gave a small cry of pain as her new straw hat was tugged off, causing its pins to pull on her hair. She could hardly breathe, let alone move. She could hear other women screaming and men calling out but somehow she felt oddly distanced from the sounds. Her chest felt so tight, she could feel her own heart pounding, and her head too. Someones elbow jarred accidentally into her body but she barely felt the blow. She wanted her father! Her mother! She tried to call for them but could only make a tiny pitiful mew of sound, it was becoming so hard for her to breathe. There was a dreadful pain inside her chest, as though it was being crushed

    



    Gideon Walker had seen Ellie as he made his way through the crowd and had immediately recognised her as the pretty blonde girl he had seen standing in the upper window embrasure of Robert Prides Friargate butchers shop. His eyes had been drawn to her. She was very pretty, and he had spent more time than he wanted to admit thinking about her since then.


    He had seen what was happening to her, but by the time Gideon, who had been less than ten feet away from her, finally managed to push through the crowd to reach her, she was in very grave danger of being trampled by the crowd as it surged after the procession.


    Terrified and scarcely able to breathe, Ellie was at first too relieved to be aware of just who her rescuer was when a pair of strong male hands grabbed hold of her and dragged her upright, but by the time Gideon had guided her free of the crowd she was acutely conscious not just of the fact that he had probably saved her life but also of his identity. Now that she was standing so close to him she could see just how tall and broad-shouldered he was, and how mesmerising those silver-grey eyes of his actually were.


    You shouldnt be out alone. It isnt safe, Gideon told her, his voice gruff with the mixed emotions of protectiveness and desire that she was arousing in him.


    I was trying to find my brother, Ellie defended herself. Her head ached, and her hands were shaking as she reached up to try to straighten her hair. She knew how dishevelled and untidy she must look. There was a tear in the flounce of her new dress and several grubby stains marked its original pristine freshness.


    Ellie! There you are! Thank goodness! Robert Pride was frowning at Gideon as he studied him.


    Father, this young man has just been kind enough to help me, Ellie explained, guessing what her father was thinking. John ran off and I was trying to find him andand the crowd


    As her emotions overcame her, Gideon stepped forward. I saw Miss Pride. And fortunately I was close enough to be able to go to her assistance.


    Roberts frown deepened. You know my daughter? he demanded suspiciously.


    I know your brother, William Pride, the drover. I have been working for him. He pointed out your shop to me and Miss Pride happened toto be there, Gideon responded equably.


    I see. Roberts frown relaxed. Well, we are indeed indebted to you, Mr?


    Walker. Gideon Walker.


    And you say you work for my brother?


    Only on a temporary basis. I was apprenticed to a master cabinet-maker in Lancaster. Gideon gave a small shrug. He has three sons of his own to follow him into the business. Now that I am out of my apprenticeship, and have done my time as a journeyman, it is my intention to set up in business on my own.


    So you come from Lancaster. Do you have family there?


    Robert, I want to get Ellie inside, Lydia interrupted her husband. She is very much shocked.


    Of course, Robert agreed.


    Oh, it is too bad, John was complaining. I wanted to go all the way to the barracks with the parade and buy myself some souvenirs.


    Im sorry, son, but with this crowd it would be far too dangerous.


    Sensing that John was about to argue, and aware of Ellies need to get inside, Gideon shook his own head. I must say, I would not want to do anything so foolhardy. I dare say there must be a hundred pickpockets in that crowd and


    Pickpockets?


    Over his sons head Robert gave Gideon a grateful look. John cared far more for his pocket than his person and Gideon had hit on exactly the right means of dampening his eagerness to follow the parade.


    I dont know what your plans are for the rest of the evening, Robert smiled at Gideon, but you would be more than welcome to join us for supper.


    That would be very kind, Gideon responded, but I wouldnt want to impose.


    There would be no imposition, Robert assured him, and, besides, you will be able to furnish me with the latest news of my brother.


    The two men exchanged a complicit look and Gideon recognised that it was no secret to Ellies father that his brother had a woman in the town whom he visited whenever he was there, as well as a wife in Lancaster.

    



    So, Gideon, tell me a little bit more about yourself, Robert insisted, as they all took their places around the supper table.


    There is very little to tell.


    Ellie had disappeared upstairs with her mother once they had returned to the house, but Gideon was pleased to see that she was feeling well enough to sit down to supper, even if she was still looking very pale.


    My father was one of Earl Peels gamekeepers until his death some years ago. He had met my mother originally when she was a personal maid to the Countess of Derby. Later she worked here in Preston, I believe, but moved back to the country when she married. My mother only survived my father by a few months and I was very fortunate in that the Earl paid for my indenture for me.


    So both your parents were in service then, Mr Walker? Lydia stated coolly.


    Calmly Gideon inclined his head in assent.


    It was already plain to him that Lydia considered herself to be something above the common run. The china from which they were eating was of high quality, the tablecloth elegantly embroidered Irish linen Gideon knew that because he had been taught to recognise and appreciate such things by his mother. There was no snobbery as sharp and keen as that of the nobilitys household servants.


    Well, Preston is a thriving town, Robert assured him, apparently oblivious to his wifes coolness towards their guest.


    But it wont be easy for you, Mr Walker, to establish yourself in such a business without any financial or family support, Lydia was quick to point out.


    She was already aware of the discreet interest Gideon was showing in Ellie, and she was determined to make it plain to Gideon that Ellie was beyond his reach. When she had married out of her own class, at least Robert had had a thriving business, and she her own inheritance. Gideon, it was obvious, had nothing. She might have ignored the warnings of her own mother, but she did not want either of her daughters to copy her mistakes. Love was all very well, and she did love Robert, but she also felt many sharp pangs of envy and regret whenever she visited her sisters and compared their lives to her own.


    It wont be easy, no, Gideon responded, but certainly it is not impossible either.


    There was no way he was going to reveal his childhood dreams to Lydia. He could still remember how his mother had reacted when she had found him meticulously drawing a plan of Earl Peels house.


    Gideon, what are you doing? she had asked him in an angry scolding voice. You are supposed to be practising your handwriting, not wasting time drawing.


    But, Mam, just look at this. See how this part of the house comes out here well, if it were to be brought out further and


    Give that to me! his mother had demanded, tearing in pieces the sheet he had been drawing on, her mouth compressing and her face very red. Dont let me catch you wasting time on such silliness again, otherwise your father will be taking his belt to you.


    Gideon had loved his mother and he knew that she had loved him, but he had often felt that she did not understand him, and as a child that had both confused and hurt him at times. To him, the drawing that she considered to be a waste of time was as instinctive and necessary as breathing, but he had quickly learned that it was a pleasure it was best to keep hidden.


    He had been twelve when he had realised that he wanted to be an architect having read about the profession in one of the Earls discarded newspapers and not very much older when he had recognised that for someone like him, this was an impossible dream. At least as a cabinet-maker he was able to satisfy in some small measure his hunger to create and build.


    Was Gideon Walker challenging her, Lydia wondered, as she absorbed both his answer and the thoughtful look he had given her. If so


    A quick glance at her daughters still-pale face assured her that Ellie was in far too distressed a state to be aware of the young mans interest in her, never mind return it.


    Robert, we have all had a tiring day, she began firmly. Ellie in particular. Perhaps it might be a good idea if you took Mr Walker into your office, if you wish to talk further with him.


    Ruefully, Gideon accepted her hint and got to his feet, calmly thanking her for her hospitality.


    Ellie could feel herself flushing slightly when he shook her hand. She wanted him to keep on holding it, but at the same time she wanted to pull away. Without meaning to she looked at his mouth and then sucked in her breath as she suddenly felt hot and giddy. But that was nothing to how she felt when she realised that Gideon was looking at her mouth.


    Gideon whistled happily as he made his way back to his lodgings. The crowd had dispersed and the late evening air was softly balmy.


    Ellie Pride! One day soon, very soon, if he had his way, she was going to find out just what happened when a girl looked at a mans mouth the way she had looked at his tonight!


    Ellie PrideEllie Walker!
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