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It may as well be explained, however, at the outset, that it
would not take much of a sensation to give Slowbridge a
great shock. In the first place, Slowbridge was not used to
sensations, and was used to going on the even and
respectable tenor of its way, regarding the outside world with
private distrust, if not with open disfavor. The new mills had
been a trial to Slowbridge,--a sore trial. On being told of the
owners' plan of building them, old Lady Theobald, who was
the corner-stone of the social edifice of Slowbridge, was said,
by a spectator, to have turned deathly pale with rage; and, on
the first day of their being opened in working order, she had
taken to her bed, and remained shut up in her darkened room
for a week, refusing to see anybody, and even going so far as
to send a scathing message to the curate of St. James, who
called in fear and trembling, because he was afraid to stay
away. "With mills and mill-hands," her ladyship announced to
Mr. Laurence, the mill-owner, when chance first threw them
together, "with mills and mill-hands come murder, massacre,
and mob law." And she said it so loud, and with so stern an
air of conviction, that the two Misses Briarton, who were of a
timorous and fearful nature, dropped their buttered muffins (it
was at one of the tea-parties which were Slowbridge's only
dissipation), and shuddered hysterically, feeling that their fate
was sealed, and that they might, any night, find three
masculine mill-hands secreted under their beds, with
bludgeons. But as no massacres took place, and the millhands were pretty regular in their habits, and even went so
far as to send their children to Lady Theobald's free school,
and accepted the tracts left weekly at their doors, whether
they could read or not, Slowbridge gradually recovered from
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the shock of finding itself forced to exist in close proximity to
mills, and was just settling itself to sleep--the sleep of the
just--again, when, as I have said, it was shaken to its
foundations.
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They took the girl home with them, and three days later
the Ffrenchs returned. They came entirely unheralded,
and it was Janey who brought the news of their arrival to
the Works. "They've coom," she said, in passing
Murdoch on her way to her father. "Mester Ffrench an'
her. They rode through th' town this mornin' i' a kerridge.
Nobody knowed about it till they seed 'em." The news
was the principal topic of conversation through the day,
and the comments made were numerous and varied.
The most general opinions were that Ffrench was in a
"tight place," or had "getten some crank i' hond." "He's
noan fond enow o' th' place to ha' coom back fur nowt,"
said Floxham. "He's a bit harder up than common, that's
it." In the course of the morning Haworth came in.
Murdoch was struck with his unsettled and restless air;
he came in awkwardly, and looking as if he had
something to say, but though he loitered about some
time, he did not say it.
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