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As our warm bodies and lips press together,


I finally feel free, content and, dare I say it, in love again.


I pull back to look down into my lover’s eyes and,


hoping to see the same reflected back at me, I see instead


the opposite. I realise that Miss Walker has everything


a woman could ever desire to be happy except the


very power to enjoy it, and there is nothing I can ever


do to change that.
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Chapter One


Summer, 1832: A chance reunion


at Shibden Hall


Miss Lister


Marry a man? I would rather die.


It is the worst thing I could imagine, both physically and emotionally. It would be the end of every freedom I have worked so hard to achieve. Why would I even dream of handing over my property and liberty to some swine who will drink and gamble it away and make poor investments, whilst I – what, stay at home and sew? Push out mewling babies and let my mind slowly deteriorate through lack of stimulation? Never. Yet women I would call my equals in both mind and ambition have succumbed. Women I have bedded and aroused and pledged love to. Women who would never need a man’s money or power, who could have lived here with me at Shibden Hall and never had want of anything, have succumbed. It must be for some innate desire of theirs that I seem to have been born without, to be – what? Owned? I cannot understand it. It is the cause of my ultimate frustration; I have lost more than one love to it. Is there a lure to becoming a Mrs and losing one’s own name? A lure to being taken, possessed? I do not understand it.


She will be here at two o’clock: Miss Walker, my potential new lover. It will be hard work to woo her, I’m sure – I just hope she will be worth it. She already vexes me. But she fits nicely into my scheme of things. Fancy, I have travelled to other countries and had dozens of lovers and even had a marriage ceremony with my dear Mariana, only to find myself back here in Yorkshire at my family home of Shibden Hall, stumbling across a pretty girl living just next door to my family’s estate. It seems foolish really, like a made-up story, to have been so close to her all these years and yet failed to meet her despite countless opportunities. I suppose I have been away travelling far too much to ever be here long, to ever really settle before now. She told me we met once before, a long time ago, but I barely remember the meeting and certainly did not notice her back then. She is years younger than me and I was no doubt madly in love with Mariana at the time.


I wonder if I had happened across her sooner, if our lives had entwined before now, would I have fallen for her then? What person would I now be? Would we be sitting here side by side, barely a word between us, like elderly couples who hardly bother about the other, or bicker with each other about trivial things, or get to the age where neither can hear the other and so cease speaking altogether? How tiresome to think of that. If I secure Miss Walker as my partner then perhaps that is what will be in store. Will she rile me? Will the sound of her breathing make me tense, not with passion but with annoyance? She will make trite embroidered items and we will have boring guests for tea and make small talk and we shall be known as the Ladies of Shibden Hall. Or the Ladies of Halifax.


We met again only last week when her aunt brought her over for a visit, her Aunt Walker whom we’ve not seen or heard from for years. She said she was bringing her niece over to cheer her up, though they did not tell us what she needed cheering up from, and no doubt to question what I have been up to these years in France. After tea and pleasantries, noticing how she would catch my eye then look away, I took her for a short stroll around the grounds and before I could stop myself, making sure no one would see us, I drew her close to me and kissed her. She did not resist.


Now she comes again to visit. She was evidently not deterred. Shame her aunt is coming too. I am anxious for 2 o’clock to arrive.


I am torn between settling here at my home of Shibden once and for all and embracing all I can do with the estate and local life, or setting off around the world, never to return. I remember Paris and my younger self’s ambitions. I studied anatomy…


I could disguise myself as a man and go somewhere where no one knows me. I could be a scholar, a doctor even. Use the income from Shibden to rent a place of my own, alone. Create a new identity. A new life as a man. I could be Doctor Lister – a John, Samuel or Jeremy.


Could I truly live in disguise, with the constant fear of discovery? Would any woman want me if I dressed as a man? They’d have to know my secret at some point. Am I more attractive to them as a woman? I believe I have avoided attracting attention to my relationships because as two women we are seen as merely close friends. But as a man, I would have to court just one woman and marry her before we could so much as touch each other’s skin under our clothes. With women, well, I can undress them and take them and it’s as if no harm is done. Their reputation is unsullied. The only damage is that I get hurt. Each time I imagine that this one will be the one, that this woman will love me as much as I love her, that this woman will not succumb to marriage, that this woman will be content with me and we will live our lives together – but each one, in turn, torments herself with her feelings for me and turns back to what is expected of her. Except poor Isabella, who loved me and would be here now beside me – but she is the only one I couldn’t love. Fate is cruel sometimes. I believe she feels for me as I feel for Mariana: a love that rises in your chest when you see them, hear their voice, receive a letter. A love that occupies your mind. A face that fills your vision when you close your eyes and is there every time you touch yourself, and every time you take pleasure, no matter whom you are with. Oh, Mariana. That Heaven should practice stratagems against so soft a subject as myself.


But Mariana is out of my reach now, and who is left but Miss Walker? She who will be here at two o’clock with her handsome face and shy demeanour and polite conversation. On our short stroll last week, it did not take long for her to confess to me that she does not wish to marry a man, clearly wanting to align herself to my own spinsterhood. Or something else? I tried my luck with a kiss. I believe she will make a good companion, if nothing else. I am forty-one years old and I fear she is my last chance. It is not that I am heartless, but the practicalities of my situation seem to have come to the forefront of my thoughts these days. I feel I have wasted some twenty years or more pursuing this woman or that, and forever being spurned; and though I have enjoyed my adventures, the clock ticks on and my diary pages fill up and I am still a spinster whose fear is that I will be alone and unloved, and never achieve happiness.


From now on I will try to thrust myself into work on the Hall and estate and embed myself in Halifax life and society, though some days I just want to run out of the door, through the courtyard, down the lane and head… where? I know not. Some days I dream of being anywhere but here. But this new acquaintance at least gives me something to think upon. Could Miss Walker be a reason to stay?


Miss Walker


My heart races already and I still have an hour before I leave for Shibden. She has a power over me. I fear her and long for her in equal measure. I fear for how I will act, what I will say. I fear I will blush and my aunt will see it written across my face that I have let this woman kiss me. That I have let her kiss me passionately. That I did not resist but kissed her back, for in her presence I feel more alive than I have ever felt. Her confidence radiates and envelops me and gives me a strength I can only remember from when I was very young. Before… before life took hold of me.


I try to compose myself and act as if it is just another social call. Just a new friend with whom I shall have tea and talk, and leave as if it is nothing – but I keep thinking of that kiss. Of the way she looked at me. And smiled. And drew closer to me. And I was excited. And although I knew what was going to happen, it still caught me unawares. And I thought for a moment that I would recoil, but my body did the opposite; it leaned in and a heat rose in me and all the world around me disappeared and for those moments I was lost, swimming in the middle of a wide ocean. I was lost but found. Found but lost.


I feel my pulse racing at the thought of her. How I long to kiss her again, but it only occurred because we happened to be alone. My aunt insists on accompanying me again today; I believe she just wants to pry at Shibden Hall and seek a better acquaintance with the Lister family. I wonder if I will even be able to look Miss Lister in the eye without blushing, without stammering my words. Without fainting.


Do I fear her? Or desire her? Or fear the fact that I long for her? It is strictly forbidden for men to kiss each other; I can only assume the same is for women. It will be very frowned upon. I am already the ridicule of the Walker family, the prosperous manufacturers and merchants, related to every elite family in Halifax.


Despite my inheritance, I have not found an appropriate suitor and remain single at twenty-nine. I have turned men down, much to my family’s dismay. But why should I marry? I ask over and over. Why should I hand over my wealth and independence to someone else? Why cannot I just… be alone? I suppose I would be, if it weren’t for Miss Lister. After our chance reunion, whereby my aunt suggested we reacquaint ourselves with our neighbour who has returned from overseas travels – and suddenly my small world has been turned upside down, for a thought has entered my head that I would never have dared to imagine. My options were to marry a man, or to spend my life alone. But now, because of a kiss, I dare to wonder that perhaps there is a third option. An option that may provide a happiness I have never before imagined. I could remain independent but have the company I crave, and not just company, but excitement, and, dare I say it, pleasure.


But who am I to deserve happiness?


My maid enters and checks my hair and I cannot look her in the eye. I fear that I have a look of guilt upon my face at just the thought of Miss Lister. Is the kiss we shared to be a burden on me for the rest of my days? Am I branded a deviant already? Will God judge me and condemn me? Oh, how my mind races. I must focus on now, right now. I must get up and leave this room. Go downstairs and greet my aunt and act casually about the visit and put on my cloak and then mount the carriage and make small talk with my aunt about the weather and the horses and the condition of the roads and Miss Lister and her younger sister Miss Marian Lister and her Aunt Anne and father, and how we mustn’t stay too long in case the weather turns and hope, just hope, that nothing in my demeanour or what I say will reveal me. Reveal that I am as nervous as a schoolgirl, as nervous as when I first danced in public, as nervous as when a boy first touched my hand, as when a boy first kissed me. With Miss Lister, though, it is not just nerves but a thrill.


I realise. Why didn’t I think of it sooner? This is what it feels like to fall in love. But not just any love. A secret love. A forbidden love.


I begin to worry that she does not feel the same, that I am just a conquest and will be cast aside. Perhaps she will go off travelling again and will leave me here, alone, never knowing, ever waiting for her to return.


These are the thoughts that possess me all the way to Shibden Hall, right up until the moment I see her standing there in the doorway, her hand raised in greeting. Suddenly all the thoughts stop, and it is just her looking at me, and me looking back at her, and I no longer care about anything, past or future, just being here right now. The thought that crashes to the front of my mind then is simply: please kiss me again.


Miss Lister


I read on her face that she is smitten. She does not need to utter the words. I wonder if others can read it too? Not likely her aunt, who never looks anyone in the eye as she’s so busy talking about herself and asking Father about the estate and goings-on in Halifax. My aunt may recognise the glances between us, but if she does, she turns a blind eye. My sister Marian, however, sits like my own private judge, constantly watching me. Although she makes no sound, I can hear her tutting. I wonder if she suspects, though I do not much care if she does.


I watch Miss Walker; she is very attractive, more than I had first thought, but she seems to be ashamed of her attractiveness, and in feeling so, she decreases it. She holds herself well enough, but she is one of those whose size you cannot determine. She could be my height, but she seems small. As if apologising for taking up as much space as God created her to take up.


As I sit here in my usual black clothing, which I chose to wear some twenty years ago and have rarely wavered from since, I see that we are opposites in some ways and alike in others. Alike in how we may feel about each other, assuming the kiss is anything to go by and that the signals I am now reading are correct. Alike in that we are independent and have our own means of wealth, and alike in that neither of us has need nor, I believe, the desire to marry a man – but we are opposite in every other way. Today, with her dress so pale, we are like ebony and ivory. Precious Miss Walker, ‘of fragile body and mind’ as she was described to me by our mutual friend Mrs Priestley. Fragile mind, as if it should break open any moment and what would be released? Brains or butterflies? I have seen inside a brain and am in awe of its construction; how such an ugly mass can create us as individuals and, in turn, allow us to create and see beauty around us. Beauty that Miss Walker possesses.


I wonder what she sees when she looks at me? Does she look down on Gentleman Jack, as I am called by those who disrespect me? Perhaps I am actually flattered by the name, that I should become enough of a man in their eyes to be in need of a name to explain it. Has she even heard this name, I wonder? I bet her nosy aunt would be ashamed to be associated with Gentleman Jack. But if she were, she would not have visited again surely? They cannot know of it. It is a shame we both share the same Christian name of Anne. It will be strange if we become close that we will call each other by our own names, the only difference being that my Anne has an ‘e’. But for now, as society dictates, she will remain Miss Walker to me, and I Miss Lister to her.


I think I shall take the name Gentleman Jack as mine. Privately, as we sit listening to our aunts talk nonsense, we catch each other’s eyes again and I imagine her naked on top of me as I lie in my bed, her hair loose and free from its curls. She looks at me and whispers, my Gentleman Jack, and then leans down to press her lips hard against mine.


Marian asks me something about the estate and I have to ask her to repeat the question. When I look again at Miss Walker she is blushing, as if she had had the very same daydream. I decide I shall ask her, in time, to call me Gentleman Jack.


In the meantime I must sit through this tedium of visiting, but I make sure I catch hold of her hand as she leaves and let my lips brush against her cheek as I feel her tense and she holds my gaze. I think I shall be able to have my way with her. I need to plot a way to be alone with her again, and this time when I kiss her, I will ask her what she feels. Many girls like to be kissed but that is all. The moment you suggest more, with a wandering hand to their breast or thigh, they become embarrassed, and I must laugh and smile as if it were just a joke and hide my hurt that they only want so much of me. They want a kiss from me, but not a kiss down there. That’s territory you must work towards slowly. Test the waters. Have those conversations about men and women and bodies and carnal pleasure and God, et cetera, until you’re sure that they are thinking what you’re thinking. Then… well. Then you can start to have some fun.


Miss Walker


Back at home, my mind races. How can I orchestrate another meeting without our families all around? I must be calm. I may just be one of her conquests. She will cast me aside if I kiss her again too quickly. Perhaps she collects kisses?


I have never met a woman like her and doubt I ever will again. I have had female friends before, of course, but none like her that make me feel… alive. Is it a sin to feel this way? About another woman, indeed, when surely I should be longing for a man’s company and attention?


It felt as though we were sitting miles apart. Just when I had convinced myself that I had imagined our previous encounter and that there was no chance of it occurring again, as we left she touched my hand, pulled me close and her lips brushed against my cheek. I know I blushed. I fairly staggered into the carriage. I wonder if my aunt noticed, or Miss Lister’s aunt or sister, or any of the servants who watch us closely and no doubt judge us? But what harm is it, for two women to have some affection between them? Two single women at that. We are not having an affair or causing a scandal, so why does the thought of her cause a fear in me? That perhaps there is more than just a kiss on her mind? Or am I more afraid that she only wants a kiss from me and then it will be done? I fear I will receive no letter or invitation and she will head off again on her travels and never give me a second thought.


She has mainly lived in France for several years now. I should like to see it. I’ve never had much opportunity to travel. My family has surrounded me and kept me occupied with trivial visits and letter writing and are always trying to turn my opinion this way or that, suggesting various men with whom I could become acquainted.


Some days I wish I’d never inherited the Walker estate. The grief of losing both my parents at just nineteen was never worth this turmoil. I long for them to be back with me. I wish my father had advised my sister Elizabeth and me on what we should do, but he passed quickly and my mother shortly afterwards. Then we lost our dear brother too. To this day I still do not know the full length and breadth of the estate I inherited, although I know it must be large, given the way my family circles around me, all wanting a piece, all telling me that if I do not marry the estate will be broken up and lost – as if I should care what happens after I die!


My sister married but I detest her husband. He looks down upon me, as if I am always in the way. He knows that if I were to die then he would get the entire estate. Poor Elizabeth thought she had married well, but he soon showed his true colours. They barely spend any time together now and he gives her a meagre allowance from her own money, which she handed over to him when she took her vows. Why would I ever seek to do the same? I could not bear to hand over the freedom I now have to a man and be forever dependent on his charity and good favour. Like Elizabeth, I would be expected to produce children, the very thought of which horrifies me. I worry that my body would never cope with such pressures. Some days it hurts me just to stand as my back is so fragile, I feel so weak. I saw my cousin grow so big she could barely walk! I’ve heard the screams of childbirth and no descriptions of it as a miracle could encourage me to endure such pain. I’ve seen the exhausted faces of new mothers, seen them with screaming creatures in their arms who then grow to run around with no concern for their poor mother, who loses her figure, her health and her very self by enduring to produce them.


Yet just a short while past I agreed to do just that. I shall not think of him too much or I shall begin to weep. I am grateful to my aunt for making me leave the house with her to help take my mind off things. I shall think of Miss Lister instead and focus on contriving a way to meet her again without our families present. I will suggest a walk together.


A small part of me thinks perhaps I am playing with fire, but I have been burned before and survived.









Chapter Two


Summer, 1832: An interfering aunt


and secret kisses


Miss Lister


That damnable woman! How dare she interfere and suggest that I am inappropriate company for her niece? Miss Walker confides in me after she comes over alone and spends a pleasant morning with me and we take a walk in the woods that her aunt seems to have changed her mind about our new friendship. She has tired of us Listers already after just two visits and warns Miss Walker away. What a changeable character! Does she not know who I am? I am perfectly adequate company for her meek mannered and uneducated niece who blushes at the very sight of me. Lead her astray indeed! She cannot possibly know that we kissed. We were on a walk far from any prying eyes. Someone must have been watching us and reported back to that chitter-chatterer of a woman, who has nothing to do but interfere in her niece’s life in the hopes of some pittance of her inheritance, living off her while pretending to be her companion and protector. The sooner I can be rid of her meddling influence the better. Inappropriate company indeed! I wager this is the first time poor little Miss Walker has ever had a decent conversation in her life that did not revolve around the weather and dresses and children and pitiful society. These nouveaux riches seem to forget how lucky they are when they could easily have been born to poverty, where little Miss Walker would have been working in the mills from five years old.


I must find out if someone told on us and shoot them! Unless… unless it was Miss Walker herself. Could she be so foolish as to confide in her silly aunt? If that is the case, then we are doomed never to exchange more than pleasantries at church. Lead her astray, she said! I believe leading astray is exactly what Miss Walker needs. She certainly does not resist my kisses on our second walk.


I do not know how I have let this rile me so much. Normally such gossip and hearsay are water off a duck’s back to me. I’ve been the subject of gossip before – how I dress, how I manage my affairs, even how I walk. Protective mothers and aunts may warn their charges to not get too close to Miss Lister. Perhaps I really care this time? Care that Miss Walker might be snatched away from me before I get any further than a bit of kissing. I know well she liked it. She couldn’t stop herself. We could have kissed for hours until our faces were sore and we were too exhausted to continue. Of course, I left it at just a kiss again, kept my hands only on her arms and lower back and her gentle little neck. All very decent of me while growing hot down there and having to contain myself so that I may leave her wanting more. I asked her how she felt, and she seemed to think I was unlike any woman she had known. How unsurprised I was at that. She asked if what we were doing was wrong, so I reassured her greatly that we were just enjoying something pleasurable and two unattached ladies were more than permitted to enjoy a small amount of pleasure every now and then.


I know for sure now she is keen on me. It was she who arranged our second walk, knowing full well we would be alone. Despite her aunt’s warning, she showed no resistance at all when I held her hand and drew her close to me, but if she is going to question what is wrong at just a kiss, I wonder if this adventure may take a long time to progress to anything close to proper pleasure. Will she be worth it? I’m not sure. She certainly kisses well, passionately and deeply, and is not afraid to use her tongue and nip at my lips with her teeth. She presses hard into my neck and back with her delicate hands as if wanting us to merge into one. I believe I will eventually have my way with her. I believe she wants it too.


But now her scheming aunt warns her away from me. Miss Walker has ignored her, but the seeds of doubt may have been sown. I should invite them both over for a visit and be on my best and most charming behaviour with them, reassure them that I intend only friendship. Or I could ignore them both for a few weeks. Let them stew. If Miss Walker is intent on seeing me again and having me kiss her, then I shall leave it to her to do the chasing. Yes, I shall leave it to her to decide if she wishes to see me again. Although I am keen on her, she is not the only woman in Yorkshire left for me, though it would be most convenient if I could secure her company as she is very pleasing to look at. However, I cannot put all my wager on her, especially if she may be easily distracted from her course by a few words from a nosy aunt.


I am decided then. I shall carry on my business as usual and focus on the Hall and the running of the estate. While Miss Walker sits daintily by as others conduct her business, I have Shibden to manage which is a full-time occupation. There is work on the grounds to complete, inspections of our lands; I must oversee the coal mines, stone and timber reserves, ensure our finances are in order with incomes from our canal and road shares and visit our tenants in need of support.


I shall send the Walkers no invitation but contrive to make sure they hear of me visiting others in the area and being seen about town. I will visit our mutual friend Mrs Priestley again and she will then no doubt tell of my visit when she next sees the Walkers as she rarely keeps anything to herself. That will make her come running to me.


Miss Walker


I know I shouldn’t, but I lock myself in my bedroom and without even undressing, let my hand find its way up under my skirts and through my drawers and find my hot, damp hair. I gently part my lips and rub the moisture around them, close them with my fingers and slowly start to circle and circle, gently and steadily at first and then, as I gather speed, my other hand clutches at one of my breasts and squeezes it hard as my breath quickens and my heart pulses in my ears. I close my eyes to the world around me and focus in on that one small place and the rhythm of my hand as I feel my body tensing and a pleasure slowly growing behind my fingers, and it grows and grows as I rub harder and faster, my arm aching and my other hand now reaching down too, pushing my skirts up so it can grab hold of my thigh and grip hard, my nails biting into my skin as my hand circles and circles and then my breath catches and my whole body shudders with pleasure emanating out from that small spot, throughout my entire self, spreading out through my arms and legs and head like lighting has struck me, and I sink back into the waves of pleasure. I let go with both my hands and lie there, legs apart, eyes still closed.


After just a moment’s respite, I want more. My fingers find the spot again, and start to gently caress once more, and within a few moments the heat rises again, and another shock of pleasure emanates up through my body, almost as good as the first. I squeeze my thighs, my breasts, and let myself take deep gulping breaths of air. I cannot help but let out a moan of pleasure. I squirm on my sheets as the pleasure slowly subsides. I roll onto my side and fall into a luxurious slumber. And whom shall I dream of? The woman who has kissed me in the woods and has ignored me ever since. The woman whom I cannot stop thinking about. Waking to thoughts of her, I feel a new throbbing come from between my legs and allow myself to reach down once more. And this time as I circle my fingers to draw pleasure, I imagine it is Miss Lister’s fingers touching me, her face in front of me, and her lips on mine.


When I wake a short while later, I pray for forgiveness. I do not know what has come over me. How could I possibly have such thoughts – and over a woman? A woman my aunt has warned me against. A woman who seems to have lured and bewitched me. A woman I should never have had anything to do with. I shall not pleasure myself like that again. I have resisted it for so long and in just two weeks since meeting Miss Lister again I have become… of loose morals. I shall need to pray a great deal.


If only I had someone to talk to about such matters. My sister is too far away, and I fear her husband reads her letters. Even if I could speak to her, what would she say? Probably that I should pray for forgiveness for such thoughts and never see Miss Lister again.


After my aunt warned me about getting too close to Miss Lister, I asked Mrs Priestley, a long-standing friend of the Listers what she knew of her. She had only praise to offer and seems to think highly of her, although says she is an ‘odd fellow’. It didn’t reassure me. I wonder now if she’ll tell Miss Lister I was asking after her?


Lord, deliver me from this temptation. I do not deserve any pleasures of the flesh. I have wronged another and deserve no pleasure or comfort in life. I shall devote myself to study and prayer and reside here at Crow Nest with my aunt until my dying day. Who am I to deserve happiness? God will judge me for taking pleasure and my improper thoughts. I hope Miss Lister continues to ignore me, for it will make my task easier. I shall have nothing more to do with Miss Lister of Shibden Hall.


Miss Lister


It only took a week for me to receive a letter from her.


I had stored up all my willpower to ignore the little thing for at least a month, and she crumbles and writes to me after just seven days. I truly have her on a string. Her letter asks if we can meet again and explains that she will happily come accompanied by her aunt if I deem it appropriate. She leaves the choice of whether we are alone or not to me. That suggests she wishes us to be alone but does not want to presume. How sweet of her.


I wonder what thoughts are flying through her head now? I wonder if she can even imagine what is beyond kissing? She seems so innocent, I doubt her hand has ever even explored her own body, let alone another’s. Mrs Priestley tells me she has been proposed to over the years but never been seen with anyone. Poor thing, I would have assumed she had not even been kissed before, except that how she kisses me suggests otherwise. It seems that young Miss Walker has had more experience than she lets on. I imagine she prays for forgiveness after every impure thought!


As I think on her now and record her letter in my diary, as I record all I write and receive, I feel as though I have been rather mean in my estimation of her. Perhaps she isn’t half so unintelligent as I believed. She rises to my conversation and although she appears lacking in education, she does seem to have the capacity for it. I could suggest a few books to her and once she has read them, I could question her and see what she makes of them. That would give me a good measure of whether she has the capacity to learn in order for her to be suitable companion to me. I should hate for her to be interested only in gossip rather than history and philosophy.


I wonder too what her experience of relations is? She may well have secrets – I’ve hidden mine well. I wonder what Miss Walker has been up to in her time? She is attractive and must surely have the same urges as I do. As I write about her in my diary, I feel myself getting warm down below and know that tonight I shall take pleasure while thinking of her. I wonder if she would ever even dream of doing the same with thoughts of me?


I decide to make her wait. I write back to say I’d be happy to visit her and her aunt but am busy until next Tuesday. Five days for her to think about me or forget me. I shall meet with her and her aunt, and if she seems interested I shall offer to take her for a short walk.


I think I shall need to progress past kissing quite soon before my interest wanes. I am not as young as I was and do not wish to exhaust too much of my time working on her only for her to reject me at the final stage. I need to be sure quite soon that she is of the same mind as me, that she too has feelings only for the fairer sex, and, ideally, only for me.


Without meaning to, I allow myself to picture us here together at Shibden Hall. Half my daydreams allow pessimism to creep in and I imagine her annoying me with not wanting to walk or socialise and not standing up for herself, and I imagine us falling out and me sending her back to her home of Crow Nest. The other half of my thoughts see us in contentment, living side by side, going for walks, tending to the estate, drawing up plans for more renovations and improvements and retiring to our bedroom together where she allows me to pleasure her.


It dawns on me suddenly that Miss Walker is a very wealthy heiress with a considerable sum at her disposal, one which far overshadows my own income. If she would love me and live with me here at Shibden, I may be able to avail myself of some of her wealth.


It is a selfish, shallow thought, but once thought, I cannot unthink it. Suddenly wooing Miss Walker becomes more than just seeking pleasure and companionship. Wooing Miss Walker could also result in my financial benefit. I could finish my grand plans for the Hall. Moreover, what I have wanted to do for several years, but not had the means to do, is travel farther afield, beyond Paris, beyond Europe. Winning Miss Walker would mean I have the finances to travel and do it in more luxury than ever before.


I write to her again and say I am now suddenly free on Saturday to visit her at Crow Nest if it is not too soon and she is available. I wager she will be.


Miss Walker


Three different relatives have written to me now whom I’ve not heard from for months. Now suddenly they all appear, concerned for my welfare. News of my new friendship with Miss Lister has travelled fast; yet their warnings only add to my feelings that I wish to see her, and I care ever less for what anyone else thinks. I admire that Miss Lister seems so unabashed by what people say. I shall endeavour to be more like her. What reputation is it that I have to lose by my acquaintance with her? I do not believe I even have a reputation, so little have I been involved in the world. I should like to have more of a reputation; whether it be good or bad, at least I should have one. Let me be the talk of the family, the church, the town and all of Yorkshire!


I believe I am past my final opportunity of marriage to a man, so what damage can a friendship with an ‘odd fellow’ like Miss Lister do? I shall become an ‘odd fellow’ too.


No sooner do I have bold thoughts like these than my doubts come to the fore. Why must I always be in two minds? From what to wear and what to sew; from whom to see and what to write in letters. I believe I must have never been allowed to make a decision and consequently, when thrust to make them since my parents died, I doubt my own ability to decide even the smallest things. Perhaps I should start small. I should try and practise making decisions on small matters. Perhaps assert my authority in the house more, rather than let my aunt do it. It is my house, after all.


I wonder how Miss Lister manages to run her own estate? She even collects the rents herself sometimes and all the tenants know her. I heard she negotiates herself over the coal mines on her land. I have coal mines on my estate, but they seem to be managed without my interference. Perhaps I should take an interest? I might pay a visit to one and see for myself. That would be a shock to the men – little me, turning up in my pink ribboned bonnet to say good morning. I see why Miss Lister dresses all in black. Although it must be striking for the men to see a woman amongst them, she does not stand out quite as much as I do. I look down at my dainty hands and my feet in embroidered slippers. Perhaps I am not made for coal mines, but I shall endeavour to find out more about my own estate. I shall ask for the finances to be brought to me. I probably will not be able to understand them, but it is high time I took an interest. As my family of money-seekers circle around me, it may be in my interest to know what is at stake.
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