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      This book is for Jack Aaron Yates, a beautiful, much wanted and long awaited baby brother for Charlotte. Welcome to the family,
         little man. You are a gift after a time of great sadness, especially as you were born on Mum’s birthday!
      

      
      Also for my Nikki, 18!!!!!!! A proper little lady now,
and for Dan, who looked so very handsome and grown up
on the night
         of his prom.
      

      
      I’m so proud of you all and I love you millions xxxxxxx

      




      
      
      Prologue

      
      Nuneaton 1830

      
      ‘Come on, Molly gel, let’s be havin’ yer. It is Christmas Eve, yer know, an’ some of us have homes to go to.’

      
      Molly grinned as Amos Bennett’s good-natured face poked through the opening into the great attic where she was working.

      
      ‘I’m just finishin’ now, pet, I’ll be down in two shakes of a lamb’s tail,’ she promised, barely taking her eyes from the
         intricate length of fine gauze ribbon she was weaving. Nodding, Amos disappeared back the way he had come.
      

      
      Slowly, Molly stopped treadling and after placing down the shuttle she skilfully steadied the weight that hung beneath the
         loom. As the machine came to a creaking halt, she stretched stiffly and glanced up at the skylights that ran the length of
         the attic. The snow that had been threatening to fall all day was now coming down with a vengeance, and all she could see
         was a thick white coating of it that covered the glass and cast an eerie glow into the room. She shivered. Apart from herself
         the huge attic was deserted, the looms silent. The women who worked them had long since scurried away to begin their Christmas
         preparations with their families. However, it suited Molly to work late. Since losing her husband Wilf almost three years
         before, she had no one to rush home to, and for her, apart from the loneliness, Christmas Day was much like any other.
      

      
      She was never short of invitations admittedly, but Molly Ernshaw was known for keeping herself to herself, just as she had
         when her Wilf was alive. Back then, she had considered she needed no one else but him and now, at the age of forty-five, she
         felt it was a bit late in the day to teach an old dog new tricks.
      

      
      Standing, she slowly straightened her back; it was aching from the long hours bent across the loom.

      
      Gazing around the silent ribbon factory, she shuddered. Now that she had stopped working, Molly was suddenly cold and tired.
         If she had allowed herself, she would also have admitted to being more than a little sad at the prospect of the lonely Christmas
         before her.
      

      
      Still, she consoled herself, there were a lot of folks much worse off than she was, and on that thought she pulled her thick woollen shawl more closely about her. Taking up an old tweed coat that
         was draped across the back of her chair, she pulled that on too. Then, after lifting her bag, she made her way painfully down
         the crude wooden staircase to the floor below. Amos was hurrying about, turning off the gas lamps and making sure that all
         the doors were securely bolted.
      

      
      It was almost like descending into a rainbow. Everywhere she looked stood boxes and spools of ribbons of every shade and hue,
         all ready to be transported to the hat factories in Coventry, where the majority of them would be used to adorn headgear for
         the ladies of fashion. There were silk ribbons, satin ribbons, pearl-edged ribbons, finely worked gauze ribbons, and tartan
         ribbons, all of various widths and colours, and Molly never tired of seeing them. She herself was one of the best silk weavers
         in the whole factory and proud of it. Her Wilf had taught her all she knew. His old loom now stood silent in the attic of
         her little cottage, and she could quite easily have worked from there as many of the local people did, but she preferred to
         work here in the factory for company.
      

      
      As she picked her way amongst the boxes, Amos hastened across to open the door for her.

      
      ‘A Merry Christmas to yer then, Molly.’ He beamed, and she wearily smiled back.

      
      ‘And the very same to you and yours,’ she returned, then stepped past him into the almost deserted street. The bitter cold
         took her breath away. ‘By God above, it’s enough to freeze the hairs on a brass monkey out here,’ she muttered to herself
         as she pulled her old coat more tightly about her. Head bent, she then began to pick her way across the slippery cobblestones.
      

      
      The snow was falling in great white flakes, and the few people that dotted the streets passed her as if she was invisible
         as they scurried along with their heads bent, keen to get back to their firesides and out of the biting cold.
      

      
      By the time Molly had turned out of Abbey Street and towards the empty stalls of the cattle-market, she was breathless and
         cursing. ‘Bloody weather,’ she said irritably, intent on trying not to slip on the treacherous cobbles. ‘Why couldn’t the
         snow have waited till I was safely home?’
      

      
      All she could think of was her cosy fireside and a good strong brew of tea, and the thought made her press on. The snow seemed
         to be falling faster and thicker by the minute, and by the time she had left the town centre behind her, it was falling so
         densely that she could barely see a hand in front of her. She was lost in a silent white world, the only sound being the putt, putt, putt of the gas lamps as she hurried past them. The snow had now risen above her old
         leather boots, and her feet and the hem of her coarse calico skirt were sodden. Street lamps cast an eerie glow on the thick
         white carpet, making it sparkle as if it had been sprinkled with diamonds, but tonight, Molly could find no pleasure in the
         sight. All she wanted was the comfort of her little cottage and her feet immersed in a tin bowl full of nice hot water.
      

      
      As she approached the Parish Church she decided to cut through the churchyard. There were those that feared the graveyard
         at night, but the dead held no fear for Molly. It was the living she worried about! There were some that would cut your throat
         for sixpence in these hard times, as she well knew. Besides, this short-cut could save at least five minutes from her journey
         and she regularly took it.
      

      
      The gravestones leaned drunkenly towards her as she hurried as best she could along the pathway, and soon the gas lamps and
         the little light they cast faded away as the great yew trees that bordered the church surrounded her. It was hard to keep
         to the path here, and occasionally Molly stumbled on a rock buried beneath the snow, but she ploughed on.
      

      
      When she finally reached the dark doorway to the church, she paused to catch her breath, leaning against the cold stone wall
         inside. The wind had picked up now and the yew trees swayed beneath their heavy weight of snow. Here and there, the scarlet
         berries on the holly bushes shone through, and it was as Molly stood watching them that a noise from the deeply recessed doorway
         came to her. It sounded almost like a moan, and suddenly nervous, she held her breath for what seemed like an eternity in
         case the sound should come again. After some time, Molly dared to breathe, chiding herself, ‘You’re goin’ soft in the head,
         gel, hearin’ noises as ain’t there. Why, you’ll be scared o’ yer own shadow next if you ain’t careful.’
      

      
      Still unsettled despite her brave talk, she pushed herself from the wall and was just about to set off again when the noise
         came once more. Molly knew now that she hadn’t imagined it, and her heart began to thump painfully against her ribs. Her eyes
         sought about for someone to help her, but there was no one – nothing but the snow and the swaying yew trees that stood as
         silent witnesses to her distress. Even as she stood there, uncertain what to do, she heard the noise again, louder this time … much louder. Someone was in the doorway with her and, if Molly judged rightly, that someone was in great pain.
      

      
      Chewing nervously on her lip, she stepped cautiously into the deeper darkness. ‘Is anyone there?’ Even to her own ears her
         voice sounded frightened. Her heart was thumping so loudly that she feared it would leap from her chest, but nevertheless she forced herself to stand there listening intently.
      

      
      ‘Help me … please.’ The voice that finally answered her was so weak that Molly had to strain her ears to hear it.
      

      
      It was a woman’s voice and so, calling on every ounce of courage she had, Molly edged a few more timid steps towards it.

      
      After the glare of the blinding snow it took her eyes some seconds to adjust to the blackness, but gradually as she peered
         into the shadows she saw a shape, right at the back of the porch. It appeared to be lying against the huge, heavy wooden doors
         of the church.
      

      
      Cautiously she advanced, and as her eyes gradually became accustomed to the inky blackness, her fear was instantly replaced
         with compassion.
      

      
      A young woman raised her hand imploringly towards her and without a moment’s hesitation Molly now dropped to her weary knees
         beside her. Realising at once that the woman was in a bad way, Molly took her outstretched hand and gripped it comfortingly.
         She was distressed to note that despite the bitter cold the girl’s hand was feverishly hot and she was shivering uncontrollably.
         Molly’s kind heart went out to her, and her eyes filled with tears at the poor soul’s plight.
      

      
      ‘Hold on, me love, I’ll go an’ get help,’ she promised as she tried to rise, but the girl shook her head and gripped Molly’s
         hand all the tighter.
      

      
      ‘No, please.’ Her every word was an effort. ‘It’s … too late to help me now.’
      

      
      Molly’s heart was aching as, fumbling deep in her coat pocket, she pulled out a white linen handkerchief. She could sense
         that the poor girl was almost at her end and a wave of helplessness washed over her. Leaning, she began to dab at the beads
         of sweat that glistened in the darkness on the girl’s forehead, searching her mind for words of comfort, but finding none.
      

      
      The young woman was gasping for breath now and struggling to tell Molly something. Molly leaned closer to try and hear what
         the girl was attempting to say. She suddenly turned imploring eyes to Molly, and the older woman’s heart skipped a beat as
         she stared back at her. The girl was breathtakingly beautiful, with tangled auburn hair, a perfect heart-shaped face and huge
         dark eyes fringed with long dark lashes. Even in her pain, she was easily the prettiest girl that Molly had ever seen.
      

      
      ‘Please … take my baby.’ The girl’s voice was genteel, and Molly’s eyes almost started from her head with shock at her words.

      
      ‘What did yer say, love? What baby?’ Molly cast her eyes about the freezing recess, sure that she must have misunderstood what the poor lass had said. The only thing her eyes could pick out
         in the darkness was a large tapestry bag tucked close to the girl’s side, but there was no sign at all of a baby and Molly
         guessed that she was delirious.
      

      
      ‘There ain’t no baby here, love,’ she told her gently, but even as she uttered the words the girl was becoming more and more
         agitated and, with what appeared to be the last of her strength, was trying to push the bag at Molly.
      

      
      ‘Please,’ she begged again as the tears coursed down her ashen cheeks. Molly nodded quickly. ‘All right, all right, me love, calm
         down now. I’ll take yer baby – I promise.’
      

      
      The girl let out a sigh of relief. ‘Oh thank you, God bless you.’ She gasped, and suddenly her grip on Molly’s hand slackened
         and there was only silence, save for the swaying of the yew trees in the wind.
      

      
      Molly scratched her head in consternation. She had no way of knowing if the girl had lapsed into unconsciousness or passed
         away. All she did know was that she had to get help – and quickly. Her mind sought about for the best thing to do. There was
         no way at all that she could carry the girl. That was out of the question. She would have to go and get people to help and
         bring them back here.
      

      
      Afraid to waste another minute, she hoisted herself to her knees and then she suddenly remembered the tapestry bag and the
         girl’s insistence that she should take it.
      

      
      Reaching down, she grasped the handles and swung it as best she could on to her shoulder. Inside there might be some clue
         as to the girl’s identity, and if there was, then she could let her next-of-kin know what had happened. With a last worried
         glance at the poor young woman, Molly stumbled from the shelter of the doorway and back out into the blinding snow.
      

      
      Within the shelter of the snow-laden yew trees a silent observer drew further back into the shadows, scarcely daring to breathe
         in case Molly should see him. He had followed the girl for days and witnessed the whole sorry tragedy that had just taken
         place. But now all he had to do was wait for Molly to leave and then his job would be almost done and he could report back
         to his master.
      

      
      In the warmth of the back room in the small tavern, the servant stood twisting his cap in his hands as he faced his master.

      
      ‘It is done then?’

      
      ‘Yes, sir. Just as you said.’

      
      ‘And the child – are you quite sure that it was dead?’

      
      
      ‘Aye, sir. I am. She died trying to bring it.’

      
      ‘Then go – and never breathe a word of what has happened this night or it will be the worse for both of us.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’ The master extended his hand displaying five gold sovereigns but the servant shook his head and backed away. Then
         turning about, he scuttled from the room like a thief in the night. He wondered how he was ever going to live with himself
         after what had passed this night. But it was too late for regrets now. What was done was done.
      

      
      Once alone, the man turned and, leaning heavily against the mantelpiece, he stared down into the fire as tears trickled down
         his cheeks.
      

      
      ‘May God forgive me for what I have done this night,’ he murmured, but only the snapping of the logs on the fire answered
         him.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      By the time the little row of terraced cottages in Attleborough Road where she lived came into sight, Molly was almost dropping
         with exhaustion. The added weight of the tapestry bag, and having to battle against the snow following a hard day’s work,
         had taken their toll on her and she sighed with relief at the sight of her home. But it wasn’t to her own door that she went
         first but to Bessie Bradley’s.
      

      
      Without pausing to knock she flung open the door unceremoniously and Bessie, who was kneeling before an old tin bath in front
         of a roaring fire, turned startled eyes to her. Bessie was in the process of bathing one of her brood who seemed to be dotted
         everywhere Molly looked.
      

      
      ‘Bessie, come straight away,’ gasped Molly, and Bessie’s mouth dropped open at the bedraggled state of her.

      
      ‘Good God, woman, whatever’s wrong wi’ yer? Yer look like the hounds of hell are pantin’ at yer heels.’

      
      ‘Just come now.’ With no more words of explanation, Molly disappeared back into the snow, leaving the door swinging wide open to the elements.
         Already, Bessie was standing and drying her hands on her rough linen apron with a deep frown on her face.
      

      
      ‘Mary, you see to this lot fer me, I’ll be back as soon as I can,’ she told her oldest daughter as she rushed to the door,
         snatching up her huge old cloak and thrusting her feet into her boots. And with that she slammed it shut behind her and quickly
         picked her way through the thick white carpet to Molly’s cottage.
      

      
      Molly was pacing the floor agitatedly when Bessie entered; she turned to her immediately and said, ‘Bessie, I don’t know what
         to do. There’s a young woman in the doorway of the Parish Church and she’s in a bad way.’
      

      
      Seeing that her friend was deeply distressed, Bessie patted her arm comfortingly.

      
      ‘Calm down now then and tell me slowly what’s happened.’ Then, as the sorry tale was told: ‘Poor soul, happen she’s a street
         girl fallen on hard times.’
      

      
      Molly shook her head in quick denial. ‘She weren’t a street girl, Bessie, I’d stake me life on it.’ A picture of the girl’s sweet face flashed before her eyes and again she heard the melodic
         ring of her voice. ‘There was somethin’ about her – some sort o’ quality that seemed to shine from her, and I’m telling yer,
         she had the face of an angel.’ She shook her head again. ‘That girl is class, Bessie, believe me. I couldn’t carry her nor
         do nothing for her, but she needs help – she’s lying there all alone. What are we to do?’
      

      
      Molly’s eyes filled with tears as she thought of the plight of the poor girl, and in a second, Bessie’s mind was made up.
         Molly was known as a bit of a loner but she had always been good to the Bradley family, helping them through many a hard time.
         Now Bessie could finally do something for her in return.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ she said kindly, noting Molly’s pinched face, ‘you’re all in. I’ll go back to the church, see what’s happening, then
         I’ll run fer the doctor, eh?’
      

      
      Molly stared at her, gratitude lighting her face. ‘Oh Bessie, you’re a good ’un, but mind yer wrap up warm, it’s bitter out
         there and no mistake.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t yer go worryin’ about me now. You just make yourself a strong brew and get those wet clothes off, else it’ll be you
         I’m fetchin’ the doctor to.’ Bessie looked at Molly’s soaking wet skirt and flinched as she saw the blood on it, as well as
         the melted snow. Even more reason to make haste. ‘I’ll be back before yer know it,’ she promised, and with that she quickly
         let herself out into the blizzard. Within minutes she was back in her own cottage pulling her shawl over her head. A hundred
         questions were being flung at her from the children but she didn’t make time to answer them.
      

      
      ‘Now, Mary, you and Toby are in charge till I get back, do yer hear me? Tell yer dad I’ve been called away on an errand fer
         Molly when he comes in.’
      

      
      Mary nodded obediently as Bessie left the warmth of the kitchen to begin the journey back to the church. Within minutes she
         found herself up to her knees in snow, and more than once she lost her footing and almost went headlong, but still she pressed
         on. If the poor girl was as ill as Molly had said, then every second counted and she didn’t even pause to catch her breath.
      

      
      Attleborough Road was deserted and the odd cottages that she passed all had their curtains drawn tight against the freezing
         night. Now and again, the sound of families singing Christmas carols hung on the night air. Normally, Bessie would have found
         pleasure in the sound, but tonight all she could think of was reaching the church. At last it loomed into sight and for the
         first time, Bessie slowed her steps. She had never before in her life entered a graveyard at night. She was very superstitious, but after coming this far she didn’t
         intend to let Molly down.
      

      
      Battling up the path past the yew trees, she glanced this way and that at the tilting gravestones. Her heart was beathing
         wildly but she was almost at the church doorway now. The snowfall had long since filled in Molly’s earlier footsteps and appeared
         as a fluffy white carpet right up to the steps of the doorway.
      

      
      ‘Hello?’ Bessie called into the blackness. When no one answered, she cautiously stepped inside. Standing for some seconds,
         her teeth chattering with cold, she peered towards the heavy wooden doors. ‘Hello!’ Again there was no answer. She inched
         her way in further and further until at last her hand touched the cold brass handle of the door. But there was no one there
         – no girl, nor anything to suggest that anyone had ever been there.
      

      
      As Bessie plodded back to the lychgate, she had no idea that her old boots left red footprints in the snow.

      
      Pulling aside the curtains, Molly peered up the lane yet again for a sign of her neighbour. The oil lamp was casting a warm
         glow about the room and the fire was blazing merrily now, but Molly couldn’t settle, not till Bessie was back with news –
         and she knew that this could take some time if Bessie had to run for the doctor. But then suddenly the door banged inwards
         and poor Bessie almost fell into the room. She was white all over, and Molly dragged her to the fireside.
      

      
      ‘That was quick. I didn’t expect you back so soon. How is she? Did yer get the doctor to her?’ Molly bombarded Bessie with
         questions but the poor woman was so puffed out after her battle with the blizzard that for a few moments she could not answer.
         Molly pulled off her sodden boots and pressed her into a chair, and as Bessie held her blue feet out to the warmth of the
         fire, the hem of her skirt began to steam.
      

      
      It was not until she had taken two great gulps from the mug of scalding hot tea that Molly had placed into her perished hands
         that she was able to answer. ‘There were no one there,’ she said gravely, looking her neighbour straight in the eye.
      

      
      Molly’s mouth stretched in disbelief. ‘What do yer mean, woman? O’ course she were there – the poor love were almost at death’s door. What do yer think she did, just got up an’ walked away?’
      

      
      Bessie shrugged. ‘I’m tellin’ yer, love. There was no one there. As God’s me witness, she were gone.’

      
      Molly couldn’t believe it and began to poke the fire in her agitation. ‘Perhaps someone else found her after I left?’ she
         suggested hopefully.
      

      
      
      ‘That is a possibility,’ her weary neighbour admitted. ‘Unless … you imagined it.’

      
      Molly bristled with indignation. ‘I did not imagine it, me gel. I ain’t taken to fancy, as well yer should know.’ Suddenly a thought occurred to her. ‘Her bag!’ she
         cried. ‘Why, bugger me, I’ve got her bag. Yer know – the one I told yer she insisted I take? Why, I’d forgotten all about
         it.’
      

      
      She rushed to the side of the door where she had put down the bag when she first entered the room. Lifting it, she carried
         it to the hearth and placed it down on the brightly coloured peg rug. ‘There,’ she said triumphantly. ‘Now tell me I imagined it.’
      

      
      Bessie grinned at her sheepishly. ‘Sorry, duck, but come on then – open it. It might give us some idea as to who she was.’

      
      Molly bent and after fumbling with the catch, she opened the bag. As she peered inside, the colour suddenly drained from her
         face.
      

      
      ‘What is it, love?’ Bessie’s voice was concerned.

      
      Without answering, Molly reached into the bag and lifted out what appeared at first sight to be a bundle of clothes. Carefully
         she laid it on the hearth and as she did so, Bessie’s face paled too.
      

      
      ‘Why, God in heaven … It’s a baby.’ Bessie could hardly believe her eyes.
      

      
      Solemn-faced, Molly nodded. ‘So, the poor love weren’t delirious after all.’ Looking at Bessie with fear shining in her eyes,
         she whispered, ‘But why is it so quiet?’
      

      
      Dropping to her knees beside her, Bessie began to unwind the clothes that the baby was wrapped in. The outer layer consisted
         of a black skirt, worn but neatly wrapped around a tiny pair of bloodstained scissors darned and obviously of a fine quality.
         Next was a white blouse, with tiny mother-of-pearl button slightly frayed at the cuffs, and lastly a shawl of pure blue silk,
         the like of which neither woman had ever seen. However, it wasn’t the shawl that held their attention but the tiny child wrapped
         inside it. It was a little girl and she was beautiful. A mop of tiny auburn curls framed a perfect heart-shaped face with
         long dark eyelashes that curled on to pale dimpled cheeks. But she was so still and silent that Molly gazed at Bessie in terror.
      

      
      ‘Is … is she dead?’

      
      Pulling herself together with a great effort, Bessie took control of the situation. ‘Right – get me some warm water,’ she
         ordered briskly, and without a murmur Molly scuttled away to do as she was bid. She felt sick inside, for the sight of that
         little innocent had reawakened memories that she had thought were long gone.
      

      
      In her mind’s eyes she saw again three tiny graves all lying side by side in the churchyard – the graves of her own three stillborn babies – and the heartbreak of losing them one after the other
         all those years ago swept through her afresh. She and Wilf had lived in Atherstone, a neighbouring town, back then. Molly
         had not met and wed him until she was in her thirties, and they had dreamed of having a large family. But each pregnancy had
         resulted in a stillbirth, and even now never a day went by when she did not mourn her lost girls. Still, her consolation
         had been her beloved husband. It was he who had found the cottage she was living in now shortly after the birth of their third
         daughter, and they had moved here and lived happily ever since until his premature death.
      

      
      ‘Please, God, don’t let this little one go the same way as my babies,’ Molly prayed silently as she stared down at the tiny
         form, and she went on praying as Bessie began to rub and coax life into the tiny infant. Once the water was ready, Bessie
         washed the little body inch by inch, forever rubbing and moving the little limbs to bring her back to life. But her efforts
         appeared to be all in vain, for the child remained motionless.
      

      
      Molly’s heart ached as she looked on helplessly. ‘It’s no good, Bessie.’ Her voice was loaded with sadness as she reached
         out to still her neighbour’s arm. Slowly, Bessie sat back on her heels to wipe the sweat from her brow with the back of her
         hand.
      

      
      They gazed on the infant in silence for some moments, each lost in their own thoughts, until Bessie suddenly gasped and reached
         out to clutch Molly’s arm.
      

      
      ‘I’m sure I saw her fingers move just then … Yes, yes, I did. Look, she’s alive!’

      
      Without waiting for encouragement, Bessie immediately renewed her efforts, rubbing and moving the little limbs methodically.
         Suddenly the baby’s eyes flew open and a thin wail pierced the air. Both women whooped with delight and by the time Molly
         had bent to lift the child into her arms, her lusty cries were echoing from the rafters.
      

      
      ‘By God, Bessie, it’s a miracle. Nothin’ short of a miracle.’ Molly laughed through her tears as Bessie looked on, beaming
         in agreement.
      

      
      ‘Aye, it is that, but I reckon the next thing we need to do is feed the little mite. By, them cries are enough to waken the
         dead.’
      

      
      Hastily she stood and dropped into the comfortable old rocking chair that stood at the side of the fire. Then, after fumbling
         with the buttons on her blouse, she pushed aside her warm woollen undershirt and bared her swollen breast.
      

      
      ‘Here, give her to me,’ she ordered, and within seconds the baby’s cries stopped as if by magic as she fastened on to Bessie’s
         nipple. As she sucked greedily, Bessie and Molly grinned at each other.
      

      
      Bessie’s own two-month-old baby, Beatrice, was tucked up in her crib fast asleep in Bessie’s cottage, her little stomach full
         of her mother’s milk. But it was obvious from the hungry slurping of this child that there was more than enough in Bessie’s
         generous breasts to satisfy her too. After what seemed an age she gave a big hiccup of contentment and her lashes fluttered
         down on to her cheeks as she fell fast asleep in Bessie’s arms.
      

      
      ‘That’s done the trick,’ Bessie grinned. ‘Now I’d best get round home and sort out some of our Beatrice’s clothes fer her
         to use till yer decide what you’re going to do wi’ her.’ As she spoke, she laid the baby in the corner of the old settee against
         a cushion.
      

      
      ‘Right, Molly, now you sort out a nice deep drawer fer her to sleep in. Line it wi’ a shawl or sommat nice an’ soft, an’ I’ll
         be back in a minute.’ And then she was gone, leaving Molly to do as she was told. After that she planned to soak the baby’s
         wrappings in a bucket and then wash them through the next day, so they were as good as new. For they, too, belonged to the
         babe, since they had come from her mother.
      

      
      Almost an hour later the two women sat tired but contented, in front of the fire, each gazing down on the baby as she slept
         soundly in one of Molly’s deep dresser drawers.
      

      
      ‘She’s got the face of a little angel,’ Bessie commented.

      
      Molly nodded. ‘Just as her mother had.’

      
      They sat in companionable silence for some minutes until Bessie asked, ‘Is there anythin’ else in the bag, Molly?’

      
      Drawing it on to her lap, Molly delved into its depths.

      
      ‘I don’t think so,’ she mumbled, but then her fingers closed around something tucked deep in a corner. ‘Hold on, there is
         somethin’ in here.’
      

      
      As she withdrew a small black velvet box, Bessie leaned forward to stare at it with interest. ‘What’s in it?’ she asked curiously.

      
      Molly shrugged. ‘We’ll soon find out, won’t we?’ So saying, she fumbled with a tiny clasp. As the lid sprang back, both women’s
         mouths gaped with amazement at its contents. Nestling on a bed of silk was a beautiful golden locket attached to an ornate
         gold chain. A large emerald was set into its centre that sparkled and reflected the light of the fire.
      

      
      ‘Well, stone the crows. It must be worth a king’s ransom.’ Bessie had never in her life seen anything like it. ‘Look inside
         it,’ she urged impatiently, and as Molly carefully opened it, two tiny portraits were revealed. On one side was a picture of a fair-haired young man with a kindly face, and on the other was a portrait of a strikingly
         attractive girl whom Molly instantly recognised as the young woman in the church doorway.
      

      
      ‘That’s her,’ she exclaimed. ‘The girl who was in trouble. I told yer she was beautiful, didn’t I?’
      

      
      ‘I won’t argue with that,’ Bessie agreed. ‘Problem is, it don’t tell us who she is, does it?’
      

      
      Molly sighed as she shook her head.

      
      ‘One thing’s for sure, if you sold it you’d be set up for years,’ Bessie commented.

      
      Molly bristled at the very idea. ‘This belongs to the little ’un, it’s not mine to sell. It may be all she’ll ever have of
         her mother.’ Again they lapsed into silence until after some minutes Bessie dared to ask the question that was on both their
         minds.
      

      
      ‘What yer goin’ to do wi’ her, Molly? Are yer goin’ to keep her?’

      
      Molly shrugged. ‘Everything’s happened so fast, I ain’t had time to think, but happen we’ll hear what’s become of her mother.’

      
      ‘That may well be, but what if we don’t? Will yer keep her then?’

      
      ‘How can I?’ Molly’s voice was sad. ‘I’m no spring chicken, Bessie. What would happen to her while I was at work? An’ I do have to work, yer know. There’s no one to keep me.’
      

      
      ‘Well, there’s an easy way round that, woman. I could have her in the day for yer. Or there’s another option: that loom upstairs
         is standing idle. Yer could always work from home again if yer decided that yer did want to keep her.’
      

      
      Molly pondered on her words. The only other alternative for the poor little mite that she could think of was the workhouse,
         and the very thought of leaving her there made her shudder.
      

      
      ‘In the meantime yer should think of giving her a name. We’ve got to call her somethin’, haven’t we?’ Bessie went on.

      
      Again Molly thought of her own three stillborn daughters and the names she had once so lovingly chosen for them.

      
      ‘We’ll call her Amy Elizabeth Hannah,’ she said softly.

      
      Bessie grinned. ‘By, that sounds posh,’ she giggled. ‘All o’ my brood have but one name each.’

      
      ‘But where would we tell everyone she came from?’ mused Molly as her thoughts raced on ahead, and again both women lapsed
         into silence.
      

      
      ‘I know,’ said Bessie eventually. ‘We could say she was yer daughter’s child. That she lived away an’ died giving birth. That
         she were a young widow, and you’ve taken your granddaughter in.’
      

      
      Molly thought about it. ‘I suppose that does sound believable,’ she admitted, ‘’cos by the time Wilf an’ I got this cottage we were of an age that we could have had a daughter that had moved
         away to live. But that’s only to be considered if we can’t find her mother.’
      

      
      Bessie nodded. ‘Of course,’ she agreed. ‘I’d help yer all I could and it would be our secret, just yours and mine. No one
         else need ever know any different.’
      

      
      Molly balked at the thought of the lies she would have to tell. But then the other option, the workhouse, was just too terrible
         to even contemplate. It was a dark forbidding place that the people of the town avoided whenever possible, and it was a well-known
         fact that many of the infants who were placed in there never came out again.
      

      
      This had turned out to be a strange Christmas Eve and no mistake, both women thought as they sipped at their tea and sat admiring
         Amy Elizabeth Hannah who was sleeping peacefully in her makeshift crib.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      1835

      
      As Bessie entered Molly’s bright little cottage on a blistering hot day in 1835, she was as usual struck by the difference
         between her neighbour’s home and her own. Molly’s place was as spick and span as a new pin. Everything seemed to gleam – the
         copper pans suspended above the fireplace, the plates on the wooden dresser; even the stone floor with the brightly coloured
         peg rugs scattered here and there looked spotless.
      

      
      Bessie sighed as she thought of her own cottage. She had yet another baby to care for now and her tiny home was bursting at
         the seams. Jeannie, her new baby, made her brood up to five children. There was Toby, the eldest at thirteen, followed by
         Mary, Beatrice, Henry and now little Jeannie, and there would have been seven of them, had she not lost two children the previous
         year to measles. Her husband, Jim, was a good man, a hard worker who tipped his wages up as regularly as clockwork every Friday.
         But even so, it was a continuous battle just to keep the wolf from the door. Even with Toby’s wages it was still hard to cope
         with the demands of her ever-growing family.
      

      
      Toby had recently joined his father at the Griff Hollows pit. Her firstborn was the apple of Bessie’s eye and she had adored
         him since the moment he drew breath. She always laughingly told anyone who would listen that she had named him after the Toby
         jugs that were so popular at the time, because of his scrunched-up little face when he was born. He was a good lad, and although
         she was grateful for the extra money he earned, it hurt her to see him doing such a menial job, for her Toby was bright, with
         an unquenchable thirst for knowledge. Every day before beginning his shift at the pit he would study, and he never tired of
         telling his mother that one day he intended to be a teacher. Bessie did not doubt him: she felt her son was destined for better
         things and encouraged him in his ambition as much as she possibly could.
      

      
      Bessie guessed that this was what had formed the bond between him and Amy, for already at just five years old she could say
         the alphabet and write her name, along with other words that even Bessie couldn’t write. Toby would spend hours of an evening
         round at Molly’s teaching Amy her letters and numbers, and Bessie had long since been forced to admit that Toby was closer to her than to any
         of his own sisters or brother Henry. He obviously doted on the little girl and she in turn doted on him. It had been like
         this ever since Molly took Amy in, and Bessie could see no sign of it changing now. In fact, she didn’t mind it, for she was
         also extremely fond of her. Amy and her Beatrice had lain side by side in the same crib and fed from the same breasts, and
         Bessie loved the child almost as much as her own brood.
      

      
      The sound of the children’s laughter reached her now as they skipped past the cottage door. Amy and Beatrice were almost inseparable
         although they were as different as chalk from cheese. Beatrice was the taller of the two, with straight mousy hair and solemn
         grey eyes. She was a quiet little girl, content to follow Amy about whilst Amy, although more petite, had the more outgoing
         personality. She had huge dark brown eyes that could appear almost black if she were upset, and her hair, which defied any
         ribbon to hold it for long, cascaded down her back in thick auburn curls.
      

      
      But it wasn’t just the child’s beauty and her dimpled smile that set her apart from Beatrice and the other children in the
         neighbourhood; it was the way that Molly dressed her. You would never see Amy in the dull browns and greys that were usual
         for the children thereabouts. Instead, Molly would sit for hours stitching her little dresses of all the colours of the rainbow
         from remnants of material that she had bought from the market. Sadly, Molly had never discovered what had happened to Amy’s
         mother and sometimes Bessie suspected that Molly had forgotten that Amy wasn’t really hers. In many ways Amy was spoiled,
         but even so she had such a bright and kindly little spirit that no one could fail to love her.
      

      
      Molly absolutely adored her. Since taking Amy in, her life had completely changed. The child was her reason to live, and never
         a day went by when she didn’t thank God for her. Molly also had a big soft spot for Toby, and since he had taken on the role
         of Amy’s protector she loved him even more. Whenever she had a few pennies to spare she would buy him a book and he would
         read it from cover to cover again and again. He would sit at night and read stories to Amy as Molly sat in her rocking chair
         quietly sewing, and the old lady would smile at the expressions of wonder that flitted across the child’s face as the stories
         unfolded. In truth, Molly could not confess to being much of a scholar herself, but that made her all the more determined
         that Amy should be educated. She was as proud of Amy as Bessie was of Toby, and this over the last years had strengthened
         the bond between them.
      

      
      
      For some time now, Molly had taken to working at home again, using the loom in the attic. Once a week Amos Bennett would come
         and collect the ribbons she had weaved and pay her the wages that were due. Molly had soon discovered that she couldn’t earn
         as much as she had when working in the factory, for her loom was merely a rude single handloom, which restricted the types
         of ribbons she could weave. It was, however, excellent for turning out tartan plaids and rich plain ribbons, and luckily these
         were still very much in demand. Amy would stand at the side of the loom for hours at a time, fascinated by the beautiful ribbons
         she produced as Molly smiled at her fondly. Although her savings jar was not quite as full as it had used to be, it suited
         Molly to have extra time to spend with Amy and she was more content than she had been for many years.
      

      
      But today, Molly had no intention of working all day, for this was the day that Mary, Bessie’s twelve year old, was going
         for an interview at Forrester’s Folly for the position of laundrymaid. It was reputed to be a very grand house on the outskirts
         of the town, the home of a local factory-owner, and Mary had secured the interview after applying for the post she had seen
         advertised in a local shop window. They were all very excited about it and could hardly wait for Mary to return to tell them
         all about it.
      

      
      Glancing up at the skylight at the position of the sun in the cloudless blue sky, Molly realised that it was already mid-afternoon
         and that Bessie would probably already be downstairs waiting for her. Slowing the treadle, she leaned away from the rest and
         placed down the shuttle that she had been expertly throwing from hand to hand. Then stretching and flexing her aching fingers,
         she descended the stairs to find Bessie standing watching the children from the tiny kitchen window.
      

      
      She smiled at Molly over her shoulder. ‘Just come and look at these two little imps,’ she urged as Molly joined her.

      
      The two girls were running up and down the cobblestones that ran the length of the cottages laughing and giggling with not
         a care in the world, while Henry and little Jeannie watched them admiringly.
      

      
      ‘It does your heart good to see them so carefree, don’t it?’ grinned Molly.

      
      Bessie nodded. ‘Aye, it does that, I just hope our Mary is smilin’ when she comes back from her interview.’ Her homely face
         suddenly clouded and Molly patted her arm.
      

      
      ‘Mary is a good girl. She’ll get the job, never you fear,’ she said confidently. ‘In the meantime, let’s have a cup o’ tea
         an’ take the weight off our feet, eh?’
      

      
      
      Shuffling away she pushed the kettle into the heart of the fire. She knew how much it would mean to Bessie if Mary got this
         job, although she also knew that Bessie had very mixed feelings about it. Her daughter would have to live in the servants’
         quarters at Forrester’s Folly, which would make a little more room in Bessie’s cottage for the rest of her family, but Molly
         knew that Bessie would miss her dreadfully.
      

      
      Bessie remained at the door. ‘She surely can’t be much longer now,’ she sighed, gazing up the lane over the heads of the children.

      
      Molly laughed. ‘Come away in, woman. Yer know what they say – a watched pot never boils. Now come and drink this tea.’

      
      Obediently, Bessie crossed to the large scrubbed table and plonked herself down while Molly made the tea. It was some minutes
         later when a shadow in the door blocked out the sunlight and Mary almost exploded into the room, her plain little face alight.
      

      
      ‘I got the job, Mam – I got it!’ She was almost beside herself with excitement.
      

      
      Bessie threw her arms about her and hugged her in delight. ‘You clever girl, you. When do yer start? What are yer hours? When’s
         yer day off ?’
      

      
      Laughing, Mary held up her hand to stem the flow of questions, saying, ‘Slow down, Mam, let me sit down an’ get me breath
         back an’ I’ll answer as many questions as yer like.’
      

      
      Once the girl was seated, both women stared at her intently.

      
      ‘Now tell us everythin’, mind, right from the time yer got there,’ ordered Bessie, and nodding, Mary began.
      

      
      ‘Well, I got there and the gate man let me in, then it took me ten whole minutes to walk up the drive – it seemed to go on forever. And the grounds … eeh, you’ve never seen anythin’ like ’em. There are
         flowerbeds everywhere and the grass is so green. Apparently there are two gardeners who work fulltime just to see to the grounds.’
      

      
      Both women were already suitably impressed and stared at Mary in awe.

      
      Aware of her captive audience the girl continued, ‘Nearer to the house is trees all cut into the shapes of animals. A to …
         topiarararay or sommat like that, I think it’s called. Eeh, they’re lovely, I’m tellin’ yer. An’ there are real marble steps
         that lead up to a front door that looks as big as the whole of the front of our cottages.’
      

      
      Bessie gaped in amazement as Mary giggled and went on, ‘To one side o’ the house is a little wood, and inside it looks just
         like a carpet o’ wild flowers. The other side o’ the house, the lawns slope right down to the River Anker and there’s a little
         boathouse where Mr Forrester has his very own boats.’
      

      
      
      It was Molly’s turn to gawp now and Mary, who was enjoying herself immensely, gabbled on, ‘Well, as I’m approaching the front
         o’ the house, the butler comes out to meet me. Yer should have seen his uniform; the buttons on his jacket were so shiny I
         could see me face in ’em. He told me to follow the path around the house to the back to the servants’ entrance, so I did.’
         Here she stopped to catch her breath, but both women urged her on impatiently. ‘Around the back is the stableblock, the laundry
         room an’ the dairy, and by the time I got to the back door I can tell yer I was shakin’ like a leaf.’ She giggled again as
         she recalled her nervousness.
      

      
      ‘Anyway, then the housekeeper appears and she takes me down this big long passage to the kitchen. I couldn’t believe me eyes
         when I saw it. It must be as big as the one in Buckingham Palace!’
      

      
      She nodded as if to confirm the truth of her words before hurrying on, ‘The housekeeper, well at first she points to a chair
         and tells me to sit down, so I did, then she starts asking me all these questions. I was so scared by then that the words
         kept gettin’ caught in me throat. After that she took me back out across the yard and showed me the laundry room – that’s
         massive too. There’s great dolly tubs and mangles everywhere, and there was a girl there washing who winked at me and made
         me feel a bit more at ease like. It’s her job I’ll be takin’ as she’s leavin’ to have a baby. Anyway, the housekeeper asked
         me if I thought I could do the job and I said yes, so then she took me back to the big house and told me to sit down and sit
         still.’ She paused again, trying to recall every single thing that had happened to her so as to leave nothing out. By now
         Amy and Beatrice had also joined her audience and were standing side-by-side, hands clasped, hanging on to her every word
         in the doorway.
      

      
      Eventually, Mary continued, ‘It seemed like I sat there for ages an’ there were people scurryin’ about everywhere. One of
         the maids was laying this little trolley on wheels for the master and the mistress’s tea. I don’t mind admittin’, the things
         she were loading on to that trolley made me mouth water. There were tiny sandwiches all cut into dainty little triangles with
         the crusts trimmed off, an’ homemade cakes and tarts with icing on the top and cream inside. And the teapot, well … I’m tellin’
         yer it must have been made of solid silver, and the milk jug and the sugar dish. And the china tea cups and saucers and plates were so fine that you could see your hand
         through ’em.’ She paused for effect and unconsciously licked her lips at the memory.
      

      
      ‘Any road, once the trolley was fully loaded, this other girl comes in. Cook told me she was Lily the parlourmaid and she
         was really pretty. She had on a black dress with a little frilly apron and a starched white cap, an’ off she goes to take the trolley
         to the master and mistress. Then when she’d gone, Cook gave me a cup of tea and a big wedge o’ fruitcake. It were lovely and
         it melted in me mouth. I can still taste it now, mm!’ She rubbed her stomach and grinned at the memory, and now it was Amy
         and Beatrice’s turn to lick their lips.
      

      
      ‘Cook’s name is Mrs Gibbs but everyone just calls her Cook. She frightened me at first ’cos she were shouting out orders right,
         left and centre whilst she were gettin’ the tea ready. But then once the parlourmaid had gone she calmed down and was really
         nice. She told me not to look so worried, that her bark was worse than her bite and that’s when she gave me the tea and cake.’
      

      
      By now Amy and Beatrice had sidled up to the table and were listening wide-eyed.

      
      ‘After a time the housekeeper came back and told me to follow her. We seemed to walk for miles through all these corridors
         at the back of the house. She took me upstairs and showed me this bedroom, and it were then that I realised that I must have
         got the job because she told me that this would be the room I would be sharin’ with the other laundrymaid, Lizzie, the one
         I had met earlier in the laundry.’
      

      
      ‘What’s the room like?’ asked Bessie, and Mary frowned as she tried to recall every detail.

      
      ‘I suppose it were fairly sparse. There was a wooden wardrobe that I’m to share with Lizzie, until she leaves that is, two
         beds an’ a washstand.’ In fact, although sparse, the room had appeared luxurious to Mary. She had never had a bed all to
         herself before, but she didn’t like to say that for fear of hurting her mam’s feelings.
      

      
      ‘Next we went back downstairs and she told me that I will be issued with a uniform when I start. I can begin next Monday,
         and I’ll have every Sunday afternoon off, then if I do all right after my first six months, I’ll get to have two afternoons
         off. But I’m telling yer now, Mam, I will do all right, I promise, and one day I’ll make me way up to be a parlourmaid, you just wait an’ see.’
      

      
      Her face was glowing with the excitement of it all, and in that moment her homely features could almost have been described
         as pretty. Standing, Bessie gathered her into her arms and gave her a big cuddle. She was delighted and yet also dreading
         Mary going, all at once. Mary would be the first of her brood to fly the nest, and the thought of losing her made Bessie’s
         heart ache. She was a good girl, almost like a second little mother to her brothers and sisters. If truth be told, she was
         Bessie’s right arm – and she would miss her daughter sorely.
      

      
      
      Noting the unshed tears in Bessie’s eyes and guessing at her feelings, Molly rose noisily from the table. ‘I think this calls
         for a celebration,’ she said loudly, winking at Amy and Beatrice, and the two little girls clapped their hands with glee and
         went to fetch the others.
      

      
      Within minutes they were all tucking into great wedges of Molly’s own home-made sponge cake and the occasion took on a party
         atmosphere with much giggling and laughing. But all good things must come to an end and eventually Bessie rose, eyeing the
         mantel clock.
      

      
      ‘Come on then, you lot,’ she grinned. ‘Let’s be havin’ yer back round home. Yer dad an’ Toby will be home from work soon and
         expecting to find their meals on the table.’
      

      
      With much merriment the little family departed and after clearing away the pots into the deep stone sink, Molly set about
         preparing their own meal of scrag end of lamb with a good handful of barley and carrots.
      

      
      Amy hurried away upstairs and soon reappeared with her treasured pencils and papers, and within minutes was seated at the
         old oak table contentedly drawing. Molly never ceased to be amazed at Amy’s sketches. She was obviously going to be a gifted
         artist, for already she could draw pictures that could put the work of most adults to shame. Were she to be given the choice
         between a new pencil or a sweetmeat, she would choose the pencil every time.
      

      
      Lately she had taken to drawing hats, and when she went into town with Molly she would always insist that they stopped before
         the hat-shop window so that she could admire the designs. Forrester’s Millinery hadn’t been open for long and was doing extremely
         well, as did most of Samuel Forrester’s ventures. He already owned nearly all of the ribbon factories in Abbey Street and
         another hat shop in the nearby town of Atherstone as well as one in London.
      

      
      But then Molly begrudged him none of his success. It was a well-known fact that Samuel Forrester was a selfmade man who had
         worked himself up from selling ribbons from a barrow in the town centre to being one of the wealthiest men in Nuneaton.
      

      
      It was at his home that Mary would be going to work. Forrester’s Folly had been the talk of the town when it was built almost
         twenty-five years before. It was a folly of Regency architecture with turrets and towers, built on the outskirts of Caldecote,
         a little hamlet approximately three miles outside of Nuneaton. Samuel had ordered it to be built after announcing his engagement,
         and it was even said that he himself had set to and helped the workmen to build it with bricks all made and fired in Nuneaton.
      

      
      Samuel Forrester had married far above his class and it was to Forrester’s Folly that he had taken his new bride once it was completed. The couple had lived there ever since, and it was
         known that Samuel Forrester still doted on his wife who was said to be a beautiful fragile creature. It was rumoured that
         he was a hard taskmaster but fair, and Molly had no doubt that Mary would be well cared for once she had entered his employ.
         She suspected that beneath his crusty exterior beat a heart of gold and had heard over the years of many kindnesses he had
         done for employees of his who had fallen prey to illness or hard times. It was actually he who paid her wages and those of
         the many other weavers hereabouts who worked at their own looms, for they all sold their ribbons to the factories in Abbey
         Street, many of which were owned by Samuel Forrester.
      

      
      He was often to be seen about. A tall dark handsome man, he regularly walked about the town and visited the factories, although
         the same could not be said about his family. Of them he was extremely protective and private. It was thought that his wife
         had given him only two children, a son and a daughter, but no one was really sure, for he guarded them jealously. When he
         was young the son had been sent away to a private school, whilst his daughter had been educated at home by a governess until
         she was in her teens, when Samuel Forrester had employed a private tutor to further her education at The Folly and a further
         house that he owned in London where he spent part of each year.
      

      
      Now that the time for her to leave was approaching, Molly was quite looking forward to Mary working at Forrester’s Folly.
         No doubt she would come home and tell them tales of the happenings there, and Molly and Bessie enjoyed a good bit of gossip
         as much as the next person.
      

      
      It was later that evening; the meal was over, the pots were washed and put away, and Molly was sitting at the side of the
         empty fireplace with the back door open enjoying the balmy summer night as she stitched yet another little petticoat for Amy.
         Every now and then a giggle from Amy or Toby, who were sitting at the table doing sums on a wooden abacus, made her look up
         and smile, and without thinking she offered up a silent prayer of gratitude. All in all, life was good and she had a lot to
         be thankful for. The youngsters’ heads, bent close together at the table, made a pleasing contrast. Toby’s fair hair, straight
         as a poker, and Amy’s deep auburn curls seemed almost joined as they worked in harmony to do their sums. And it was as she
         gazed at them that, for the first time, Molly had a premonition of things to come. It was something in Toby’s eyes as he looked at Amy. The youngsters looked for all the world as if they belonged together. Molly was a great believer in fate. What
         would be would be. And on that thought she returned to her sewing and left the children to themselves, with a smile playing
         at the corners of her mouth.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      Amy and Beatrice stared down the lane expectantly. It was Mary’s first day off from Forrester’s Folly since she had started
         her new job and they had been waiting for her for over an hour.
      

      
      ‘She can’t be much longer,’ complained Amy, pushing her damp curls from her forehead. The sun was blazing down and both little
         girls were hot and sticky. Luckily they didn’t have to wait much longer, for minutes later, Mary turned the corner in the
         lane and came into view. Delighted, both children flew to meet her and Beatrice hugged her sister tight. At sight of them,
         Mary’s eyes filled with tears and a huge lump formed in her throat. The first week had not gone at all as she had imagined
         it would. The hours were long and hard; she missed her family and was suffering from a severe bout of homesickness. But not
         wishing to upset the children, she smiled at them as best she could and pointed to the basket on her arm.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got some rare treats in here for yer,’ she told them. ‘Cakes left over from yesterday teatime. Cook let me bring them
         for yer.’
      

      
      ‘Cor, can I have one now?’ asked Beatrice, her eyes shining greedily as she reached for the linen cloth covering the basket.

      
      Mary laughed and gently slapped her hand away. ‘No yer can’t, yer little madam. You’ll wait till we get home, so there.’

      
      Beatrice pouted but then as Mary grinned at her she laughed and soon side-by-side they reached the little row of cottages.

      
      As Mary passed, the neighbours called a greeting through their open doors and the girl waved back. Before she had even managed
         to get to her own door, Bessie flew out to meet her and caught her in a fierce embrace then, holding her at arm’s length,
         she surveyed her quizzically.
      

      
      ‘Are yer all right, love?’ Her voice was loaded with concern as she noted Mary’s pale face and red-rimmed eyes, but the girl
         smiled bravely.
      

      
      ‘O’ course I am, Mam, why wouldn’t I be?’ Arm-in-arm they entered the cottage. Within seconds the children were swarming around
         the basket like a plague of locusts and minutes later, every last crumb of the dainty tarts and pastries were gone.
      

      
      ‘By, they made short work o’ them,’ laughed Bessie as Mary managed a weak smile. Now that all the goodies were gone, the children, apart from Amy and Beatrice, ran back outside, almost knocking
         Molly over in their haste as she entered the cottage.
      

      
      ‘Steady on, you lot,’ she scolded with a grin, but then as her eyes came to rest on Mary she frowned.

      
      ‘Are yer all right, lass?’ she asked, exactly as Bessie had done only minutes before. Suddenly Mary’s lip trembled and her
         chin drooped to her chest.
      

      
      Bessie was beside her instantly. ‘Oh, there, there, lass, come on – tell me what’s wrong now,’ she pleaded, and the tears
         that had been threatening suddenly welled from her daughter’s eyes to pour in torrents down her pale cheeks.
      

      
      ‘I’m all right, Mam, honest – just a bit homesick, that’s all. Take no notice o’ me.’

      
      Bessie’s heart went out to her. ‘Come on, now – tell me what’s wrong, please. It can’t be just that yer homesick. There must
         be sommat else.’
      

      
      Catching Molly’s eye, she shook her head slowly. This wasn’t at all how she had imagined her daughter’s first homecoming to
         be. By now Mary could no longer stem her feelings and, burying her face in her mother’s ample bosom, she sobbed as if her
         heart would break. When eventually she managed to calm down a little, Molly ushered Beatrice and Amy from the room, then going
         to Mary she said gently, ‘Now then, darlin’, come on. All the little ’uns are outside out o’ the way now, so what’s really the matter?’
      

      
      Sniffing loudly, Mary slowly began to draw off the white cotton gloves she was wearing, and the sight of her poor hands made
         Molly and Bessie gasp. They were a mass of red weeping sores, the skin missing completely in places. At sight of them Bessie
         began to cry too.
      

      
      ‘Oh, yer poor little love.’ Guilt was flooding through her. ‘You ain’t going back there and that’s a fact!’

      
      Molly chewed on her lip. ‘It’s the washing soda that’s done it,’ she commented wisely. ‘It’s ’cos you ain’t been used to having
         yer hands in water all day. But I promise yer, within an hour I can make ’em feel easier if you’ll let me, though I’ll have
         to be cruel to be kind.’
      

      
      Looking Mary straight in the eye she waited for an answer and when the girl slowly nodded she crossed to Bessie’s sink where
         she collected a tin bowl. ‘Right, Bessie, get me a big block o’ salt,’ she ordered.
      

      
      Bessie hurried away to the pantry and when she returned with it, Molly had the bowl half-full of hot water. She began to dissolve
         the salt in it before telling Mary in a voice that brooked no argument, ‘Soak yer hands in there.’
      

      
      
      Obediently the poor girl did as she was told but as her hands entered the water she cried out with pain.

      
      Holding her wrists, Molly ordered, ‘Keep ’em in there now, I promise you’ll benefit.’

      
      Ten tearful minutes later, the trembling girl lifted her sore hands from the water and Molly tenderly dried them. Then, taking
         some salt, she began to rub it as gently as she could into Mary’s chafed hands. Once that was done she hurried back to her
         own cottage and returned with a large jar of goose grease.
      

      
      ‘There – now rub some o’ that in, then put your gloves back on,’ she said kindly. When everything had been done as she had
         asked, she smiled sympathetically at the solemn-faced girl.
      

      
      ‘Now I know it hurts, but if you rub a bit o’ salt in every night and then some goose grease, your skin’ll harden up in no
         time. I know the goose grease has got a nasty smell, but I guarantee it’ll work. Here, look – I’ll tuck it in yer basket fer
         yer. There’s sommat else as will help an’ all if you’ve the stomach to try it.’
      

      
      When Mary raised a questioning eyebrow, Molly grinned. ‘Do yer have a chamber pot in yer room?’

      
      Mary flushed, saying, ‘Yes, we both have.’

      
      ‘Good, then each mornin’ wash yer hands in it afore yer empty it. Not the nicest o’ things to do admittedly, but if it helps
         then it will be worth it.’
      

      
      Mary wrinkled her nose in distaste at the thought but then gave a watery smile. ‘Thanks, Molly, and don’t worry, Mam – I am goin’ back. Happen I was just feelin’ a bit sorry for meself.’
      

      
      From then on, the rest of the afternoon improved but when the girl left, Bessie was quiet.

      
      ‘Do yer think she’ll be all right, Molly?’ she asked worriedly.

      
      Molly smiled. ‘O’ course she’ll be all right. Mary is made o’ stern stuff an’ it’ll take more than sore hands to make her
         walk away from such a good job,’ she answered, but inside she was thinking, My Amy will never do a job like that so long as I draw breath.
      

      
      The next Sunday saw a completely different Mary swinging down the lane. Her hands, although still red raw in places, were
         hardening up slowly just as Molly had promised, and she looked much more her usual cheerful self.
      

      
      This week, besides her basket of goodies she had also brought them some gossip. ‘I’ve been inside the main house,’ she told
         them joyfully. ‘And I’m telling yer, Mam, it’s like nothing yer could ever imagine.’
      

      
      
      It was slightly cooler this week and Beatrice and Amy stared at her with shining eyes, happy to stay in and listen.

      
      ‘Why did you get to go in there then?’ Amy asked curiously.

      
      Mary patted the younger girl’s springing curls affectionately. ‘I’d fetched some dry towels in from the line and the housekeeper
         told me to take ’em up to the first floor to the mistress’s rooms,’ she told her. ‘Oh, yer should see the carpet in the foyer
         – it’s red and it goes right from wall to wall – and all the way up the stairs are great paintings all in heavy gold frames.’
         Amy’s eyes were wide with wonder and as Mary went on they grew wider still.
      

      
      She told them of huge crystal chandeliers that sparkled like diamonds in the sunlight, and solid mahogany sideboards that
         were polished till you could see your face in them, and every pair of eyes in the room were on her as she related her tale.
      

      
      ‘Do yer ever get to see the master or the mistress?’ asked Beatrice inquisitively.

      
      ‘Occasionally,’ Mary replied, ‘and I have seen Master Adam, that’s Mr Forrester’s son, and his wife.’
      

      
      ‘Ooh! What’s she like?’ Immediately Amy was interested again. ‘Is she beautiful like a princess?’

      
      Mary chuckled. ‘I suppose she is pretty,’ she admitted, ‘but only in looks. No one seems to like her very much and she’s …’ She sought in her mind for the
         right words. ‘Well, spoiled, I suppose. Her name is Eugenie and we often hear her shouting and throwing tantrums at Master
         Adam if something upsets her, yet he still seems to dote on her fer all that.’
      

      
      ‘What about Master Adam’s sister?’ It was Molly asking now, but Mary could only shrug.

      
      ‘All I know is that her name is Jessica. No one ever mentions her, but Cook told me on the quiet that she and the master had
         some big fall out some years ago and he ordered her from the house. They’ve seen neither hide nor hair of her since. And the
         mistress, well, from what I can make out, ever since then she’s become some sort of an invalid, yer know? She stays in her
         room a lot, but I’ve never seen her either.’
      

      
      ‘Who else is there then?’ piped up Amy, and Mary screwed up her eyes as she tried to think of all the staff. After a time
         she began to count them off on her fingers.
      

      
      ‘There’s Lily the parlourmaid, an’ Mrs Gibbs, the cook, then there’s Ruby, the chambermaid, and o’ course Alice, who works
         in the dairy. There’s Tom, he’s the gardener but we don’t get to see much of him ’cos he lives in a cottage in the grounds
         wi’ his missus an’ his kids and he has a young lad that works under him but I don’t know his name yet. Apparently, the master took him from the workhouse
         an’ he lives in wi’ Tom an’ his lot. Then there’s Seth – Mr Turpin – he’s head over all the stables an’ he lives in the rooms
         above the stable-block wi’ his missus, Winifred, an’ their kids. There was a butler an’ all when I first went there but he’s
         left now an’ it don’t look like they’re goin’ to replace him. I heard Mrs Benn say sommat about him bein’ surplus to requirements
         to the master when I passed ’em on me way to the laundry one day. And that’s about all the people I’ve got to know yet. Oh,
         except for the housekeeper, Mrs Benn, who I just mentioned, but she tends to keep herself very much to herself. Oh, and o’
         course there’s Joe, he’s Seth’s son an’ one o’ the stable-boys. He lives with his mam and dad above the stables.’ As she mentioned
         Joe’s name she flushed a dull brick-red and Beatrice giggled.
      

      
      ‘Do yer fancy him then, our Mary? Is he handsome?’

      
      Mary flushed an even deeper red if that were possible. ‘O’ course I don’t fancy him,’ she denied much too quickly and Molly
         and Bessie exchanged an amused grin. It sounded to them like Mary was developing her first crush, but neither of them wanted
         to embarrass her by pursuing it, so they quickly changed the subject.
      

      
      The rest of the afternoon passed in happy chatter and when it was time to leave, Amy and Beatrice were allowed to walk Mary
         to the end of the lane with strict instructions to come straight back after seeing her off.
      

      
      ‘Yer will come again next Sunday, won’t yer?’ implored Amy as they parted.
      

      
      Dropping a kiss on her unruly curls, Mary grinned. ‘’Course I will,’ she promised, and with a final wave she turned and hurried
         away.
      

      
      ‘One day I’m going to go and work with our Mary,’ Beatrice declared solemnly. ‘Will you come too, Amy?’

      
      Amy shook her head. ‘No, I won’t,’ she replied without hesitation. ‘I’m going to work in the hat factory.’ And on that note the two little girls made their way home.
      

      
      The rest of the summer passed pleasantly enough, with Mary’s visits one of the highlights of each week. Often, Molly would
         take Amy into town to shop. She had long since learned to avoid going in on Saturdays, for that was the day when the farmers
         brought their beasts into the cattle-market.
      

      
      The butchers would be there, critically eyeing each animal as it arrived and once they had purchased the ones they wanted
         and struck a deal with the farmer, they would often slaughter them there and then, and sell off the joints of meat to the passers-by.
      

      
      Amy had only witnessed this once and had become so hysterical that Molly had vowed never to let the child see it again. For
         months afterwards, Amy had suffered terrible nightmares and ever since, they had never gone into town on a Saturday again.
         More often than not, now they shopped on a Wednesday, which was also a market-day, and Amy looked forward to it. She loved
         the stalls and the hustle and bustle of the crowds and would drag Molly from one colourful display to another as the stallholders
         smiled at her indulgently and waved a cheery greeting.
      

      
      Molly would swell with pride at the admiring glances. Amy was like a little ray of sunshine on a dark day and her mischievous
         but warm little nature made her shine all the more.
      

      
      It was on one such day as they were walking along Abbey Street that Amy tugged on Molly’s hand and pointed ahead excitedly.
         ‘Look, Gran, look at the lovely horse and carriage.’ She almost dragged Molly along in her haste as Molly smiled indulgently.
      

      
      ‘Aye, I can see it, but slow down, love, or you’ll have me over.’

      
      The carriage was some way away, stood outside the hat shop. When they were still some yards from it, Samuel Forrester suddenly
         stepped from inside the shop and, walking round to the other side of the carriage, he climbed inside, nodding to the driver
         as he did so to move on.
      

      
      Amy was still dragging Molly along, intent on catching a closer look at the beautiful dapple-grey mare before it pulled away.

      
      It was as they passed the fine carriage that Molly caught a glimpse of the woman inside. She supposed that this must be Josephine,
         Samuel Forrester’s wife, out on one of her rare outings, and instantly all the stories that Molly had ever heard of her were
         proven to be true. Josephine Forrester was indeed a beauty. Even as she was thinking it, the woman suddenly turned from saying
         something to her husband and glanced out of the window. What happened next shook Molly to her very core. As the woman’s eyes
         latched on to Amy, every ounce of colour seemed to drain from her face and she leaned forward to stare at the child more closely.
      

      
      At the same time the child looked up and for an instant their eyes locked. Amy flashed her a huge smile but then with a clatter
         of hooves on the cobblestones, the carriage pulled away.
      

      
      ‘Eeh, Gran, did you see that lovely lady?’ Amy said excitedly, her young imagination fired.

      
      Molly nodded as the child rambled on, ‘She were just like the princess in the fairy story Toby read to me last night, and did you see how she was dressed? By, her bonnet was lovely and that gown
         she was wearin’ must have been real velvet.’
      

      
      Amy sighed dreamily. To her, Josephine Forrester in her fine clothes was a world away from the rest of the women who were
         walking about in their drab dresses and dull shawls. But for some reason the joy had suddenly gone from the day for Molly,
         and tugging at the little girl’s hand, she said, ‘Come on, love, let’s get away home, me feet are aching.’
      

      
      ‘Aw, Gran – we haven’t done all our shopping yet, nor even been to the pie stall.’ Disappointment clouded her face but Molly
         was adamant. She was more than used to people looking at Amy, yet there was something in the way that Josephine Forrester
         had stared at her that had rung a warning bell in her mind.
      

      
      ‘Never mind the rest o’ the shopping, we’ll do that tomorrow,’ she said firmly.

      
      ‘All right, Gran,’ agreed the little girl, never one to sulk, and with her mind full of the beautiful lady she had just seen,
         she skipped merrily ahead longing to get home now so that she could tell Beatrice all about it.
      

      
      Molly had told Amy when she was very small that she was her gran. She said that she had taken her in when her mother died
         after her father had been killed in an accident, and Amy never queried why she had the same last name as her gran. Every day
         the old women prayed to God for forgiveness for the lies she had told, but just as Bessie had once predicted, Amy and anyone
         else who knew her never doubted her word. But for some reason today, for the very first time in a long while, Molly found
         herself thinking back to that fateful Christmas Eve, and the lies she had told lay heavy on her heart.
      

      
      Some time later, after throwing her coat across the back of a silk chaiselongue in the deep bay window at Forrester’s Folly,
         Josephine Forrester crossed to a bell-pull and tugged it. Within seconds, a maid in a frilly white apron appeared as if by
         magic.
      

      
      ‘Yes, ma’am?’ The girl bobbed her knee respectfully and Josephine said, ‘Tea, Lily, if you please.’

      
      ‘Yes, ma’am – straight away.’ The girl backed towards the door and scuttled away as if her life depended on it.

      
      ‘Is anything wrong, Mother? You look pale.’

      
      Looking across to her son, Adam, who was sitting on a settee with his wife, Josephine shook her head distractedly and replied,
         ‘No, dear, I’m quite all right. It’s just …’
      

      
      As her voice trailed away and she gazed from the window across the lush green lawns, her husband exchanged a worried glance with their son.
      

      
      ‘Your mother isn’t feeling too well, Adam, despite what she says. I was hoping a ride out in the carriage and a little fresh
         air would do her good, but unfortunately we had got no further than the hat factory in the town when she decided she wanted
         to come home.’
      

      
      Turning suddenly as if she hadn’t heard a single word he had said, Josephine demanded, ‘Samuel, you must have seen the child. She was …’ She struggled to find the right words. ‘She was standing outside the hat shop with an old
         woman. She smiled at me and it was almost like looking at Jessica when she was that age. She had the same red hair – the same
         dark eyes. She even had Jessica’s smile.’
      

      
      A deep frown creased Adam’s brow and Eugenie pouted, as they silently watched Josephine pacing the floor.

      
      ‘There must be hundreds of children about with red hair, Mother,’ Adam patiently pointed out. ‘And every time you see a young woman or a child who
         looks even remotely like Jessica we have this same thing.’
      

      
      At that moment, there came a tap to the door and Lily reappeared pushing a laden tea-trolley.

      
      ‘I’m going to my room for a rest before dinner. Are you coming?’ Eugenie stared at her husband imperiously but for once she
         did not have Adam’s undivided attention; his eyes remained on his mother.
      

      
      ‘I’ll be up shortly, darling,’ he replied. ‘You go ahead.’

      
      Flouncing from the room in a swish of silk skirts, she closed the door resoundingly behind her.

      
      Taking his wife’s elbow, Samuel led her to a chair and pressed her gently into it as Lily poured out the tea.

      
      ‘Look, darling, you’re letting your imagination run away with you again.’ His voice was heavy with sadness and regret. ‘As
         Adam pointed out, it’s the same every time you see anyone with red hair or dark eyes who looks anything at all like Jessica.’
      

      
      Leaning forward in his chair, Adam asked, ‘How old was this child anyway, Mother?’

      
      Josephine sighed as a picture of the lovely faced flashed before her eyes. ‘About five or six, I should say,’ she replied
         eventually.
      

      
      Waving aside the tea that Lily held out to him, Adam quickly rose from his seat and strode towards the door. ‘I’ve just remembered
         I have something I need to do,’ he said curtly, and without another word he too left the room, much as his wife had done only
         moments before him.
      

      
      The kitchen door had barely closed behind Lily when she gabbled out, ‘There’s goin’ to be ructions back there again. Miss
         Eugenie’s just stormed out o’ the room in a rare old strop an’ fer once Mr Adam didn’t go chasin’ after her skirts.’
      

      
      The staff were enjoying a well-earned tea break at the enormous scrubbed table and they all looked towards her, eager to hear
         whatever gossip she had to impart.
      

      
      ‘What’s goin’ on now then?’ Cook was the first to give in to curiosity.

      
      ‘Well …’ Smoothing down her starched white apron and straightening her frilly mop cap, Lily approached the table. ‘Seems like
         the mistress went out fer a ride wi’ the master an’ while they were out he called in at the hat shop in town. The mistress
         got herself all worked up ’cos she saw a little girl who put her in mind o’ Miss Jessica standin’ outside it. But soon as
         ever the mistress mentioned Miss Jessica’s name, Miss Eugenie were off.’
      

      
      ‘Hmph, that I can well believe,’ the rosy-cheeked Cook grumbled. ‘If it weren’t fer that spoiled little madam then I’ve no
         doubt poor Miss Jessica would be here still. That little strumpet never could stand Miss Jessica – but then she never liked
         anyone who Master Adam paid any attention to.’
      

      
      Mary’s eyes were almost starting from her head as she listened. This had certainly put some spice into the day and she could
         hardly wait for Lily to go on. At this rate she’d have lots of gossip to take home to her mam and Molly this coming weekend.
         However, much to her disappointment, the untimely entrance of Mrs Benn, the housekeeper, stopped the gossip mid-flow.
      

      
      ‘What’s this then?’ As she looked sternly from Lily to her rapt audience around the table, Lily stammered, ‘I were just sayin’
         as how there’s trouble back there in the drawin’ room, Mrs Benn. The mistress had gone an’ got herself into a state ’cos—’
      

      
      ‘LILY – that is quite enough! I will not have you gossiping about the master and mistress’s affairs, do you hear me?’
      

      
      Lily flushed a dull brick-red and dropped her eyes guiltily from the housekeeper’s furious face.

      
      ‘Yes, Mrs Benn,’ she mumbled, almost shaking in her shoes.

      
      ‘As for the rest of you,’ Mrs Benn’s eyes swept the table, ‘have none of you any work to do? I’m sure if you haven’t, I could
         find you all some extra jobs.’
      

      
      There was the sound of chairs scraping across the red quarry tiles as everyone rose hastily from their seats and scurried
         off in different directions. Muttering oaths beneath her breath, Mary made her way back to the laundry. Damn and blast Mrs
         Benn. She had just been starting to enjoy herself. Not only that, she’d made such a hasty exit that she’d left half of one
         of Cook’s home-made scones on her plate. She pictured it, all dripping with butter and freshly made strawberry jam …
      

      
      ‘That Mrs Benn’s a bit of a tartar, ain’t she?’ she remarked to Alice, who was helping her with a particularly heavy batch
         of laundry. ‘Makes me wonder who is the boss in this house, her or the mistress.’
      

      
      Alice giggled. ‘I reckon it’s Mrs Benn every time. One word from her an’ the lot of us jump. It’s her that’s responsible fer
         the hirin’ and firin’ so no one wants to upset her.’
      

      
      ‘An’ what about this here Miss Jessica?’

      
      The smile slid from Alice’s face as she quickly looked around the yard to make sure that they couldn’t be overheard. ‘Least
         said about her the better. If the master so much as hears her name mentioned he goes off into a mood an’ the poor mistress
         falls into one o’ her swoons.’
      

      
      ‘But why?’ The sound of the laundry-room door slamming behind Alice was Mary’s only answer. Shrugging her shoulders she followed
         her.
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