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About the Book


Miranda Brehault’s free and happy childhood at Moondance, a crumbling old house on the edge of Dartmoor, comes to an abrupt end when she is left orphaned and penniless at the age of ten. Moondance’s new owner, Theophilus Crowe, promises to take care of her, but instead he dispatches her to a cotton mill in Derbyshire.


Conditions at Crossbank Mill are harsh and pitiless; Miranda and the other pauper children are little more than prisoners. Desperate to escape, Miranda and her friend Biddie run away, helped by the mill master’s young wife Caroline and by Caroline’s rebellious cousin, Kit Warrener, who escorts the girls to Furze House on the south coast of Devon. As she grows to womanhood there amongst new friends, Miranda dreams of returning to Moondance, and of taking revenge on the man who ruined her childhood. Her growing attraction to Kit, who has become caught up in the smuggling trade, cannot distract her from her true goal. But will she choose revenge and Moondance over true love?




For Elizabeth and John




Chapter One


The dream was always the same. It began soft and comforting, drawing me in with the familiarity of a warm, longed-for embrace, and even though I knew it would run its inevitable and harrowing course and I should wake with an extra weight of misery to carry with me through the day, I found its initial allure far too powerful to resist. I wanted to believe this dream landscape was real. I wanted to believe that I was truly back at Moondance, running wild and carefree up the hill behind the house on the golden September morning of my birthday, with no thought in my head beyond the special treats that Meg would have set out for Jed and me when we returned. And as with the way of dreams, Meg was no longer bent and evil-tempered with the rheumatics that twisted her hands to clumsy claws and swelled her joints so that her once-brisk walk was now a painful hobble, but young and smiling as she was when Aunt Hettie, too, was young, calling cheerfully to us from the lodge gate not to be late.


‘Slow-coach!’ Jed hurtled past me, long brown bare legs scissoring through the dry grasses, torn breeches flapping round his knees. ‘I’ll be at the top first!’


‘Not fair!’ I yelled. ‘You didn’t count to ten! You always cheat!’


But he only laughed and I threw myself after him to catch his ankles and pull him down so that we rolled together in a panting, giggling heap until I recollected that I had on my one decent dress and Meg had sworn to take her ash stick to my backside if I sullied its pristine starchiness before my special birthday tea.


Then Jed and I were lying on the hill top, parting the long dry grasses to look back the way we had come. Down, down, the sweep of the hill under the gentle autumn sun, to the house across the valley with the lake spreading at its feet like a length of pale silk carelessly dropped.


I felt the familiar shudder of delight, of pride . . . of possession. Not that I could lay any claim to a stick or stone of it, Papa and Aunt Hettie between them had seen to that. No, it was Moondance that possessed me. As I lay there it seemed that I could feel myself change: my bones the granite of the rock that had been hewn out of the hill to build the house, my blood the water that seeped through hidden springs to feed the lake, my flesh the rich earth from which the shrubs and trees in the neglected parkland grew to smothering excess. And all the people who had ever lived there, loved there, died there, seemed to flow about me, through me, like a continuing stream, drifting in patterns of light and colour as they played out their particular fate . . .


Strange feelings, though in my dream I did not think them strange at all. It was only when I was awake that such weird sensations were troubling and must never be spoken of. Aunt Hettie had made that clear. ‘I will not have it, Miranda! It is the sort of nonsense the foreign woman talked which brought no happiness to her or your poor dear father!’ Yet her eyes were frightened, for the foreign woman, my mother, had spoken too often of disturbing things that would have been better left unsaid, and had even foretold her own death.


But now they were all gone: Papa, Mama, Aunt Hettie. Only old Meg was left, and young Jed, and they had no power to guard Moondance or me from the incomer.


Even as the thought formed in my mind, I felt the atmosphere darkening. This was the moment when I often tried to escape from the dream, to will myself awake. But I never could. I had to look where Jed pointed, to the thread of earth burrowing between the steeply banked hedgerows that marked the road from Ashburton. And I saw the cloud of dust rising in the wake of the carriage. Dust that cast a spreading shadow, like a cold blight, reaching towards me, pulling me back from the warm sunlight on the hill until I stood once more at the lodge where the carriage had drawn up.


Then the carriage door was opening and the man in the black coat and the tall black hat was reaching out a bony hand to drag me inside. Try as I might to twist and turn away from that seeking claw, I was helpless to move. My body had become leaden, my legs mired in clay, and Meg held tight to Jed to stop him helping me. ‘Best you should go, my lover,’ she cried. ‘Naught left here for ’ee now.’ ‘No,’ I screamed. ‘No! I want to stay with you!’ But the door was closing on me. I was trapped. And as I looked into the cadaverous face of the stranger, I saw that it was not a man at all but a great black bird with glittering eyes. It sprang across to knock me screaming to the floor and spread its smothering wings across my face. ‘Theophilus Crowe,’ it cackled. ‘I am Theophilus Crowe. I own Moondance now and you never shall . . .’


‘Mary! Shut your noise! You’ll have Ma Hatcher on us.’


I blinked awake. Biddie’s face swam into focus. It was her hand that dug into my shoulder, her sharp knee that jabbed into my side. The familiar smells and sounds of the apprentice house flooded in. Snores and coughs and whimpers, the smell of fifty-odd underfed, dirt-grimed children cramped into an airless room that might comfortably have held half that number; of brimming chamberpots and dank straw pallets. The smell of servitude and exhaustion and despair.


‘Oh, Biddie . . . thank heaven it’s you . . . I was dreaming.’


‘You was twitchin’ and skrikin’ so bad I thought you’d taken a fit.’ It was already dawn. In the cool light filtering through the high barred windows Biddie’s thin face was a pallid grey against the strident red straggles of her hair, her eyes huge with relief that I was properly awake and myself again. ‘I was frighted you’d wake Ma Hatcher and put her in a temper. Wouldn’t take much for ’er to stop you going to Miss Ida’s teaparty.’


‘Teaparty?’ I struggled to gather my scattered wits. The dream – the nightmare – had been so sharp, so intense, that my heart still pounded with the horror of those smothering black feathers, the stabbing of talons and yellow beak against my helpless flesh.


‘You can’t have forgot!’


‘’Course not,’ I said stoutly. ‘’Course I hadn’t forgotten.’


But I had and it took a full minute before I could push away the clinging horror of the dream and turn my thoughts thankfully to the excitements that lay ahead.


This was the day that we had yearned for, talked about, for weeks. Miss Ida Loveridge, our employer’s cosseted daughter, would be sixteen this week. I had been chosen as one of six apprentices to take tea with her and the new Mrs Loveridge, Miss Ida’s step-mama, this very afternoon, it being Sunday and the one day when the powerful waterwheel turning in its slimy green pit was allowed to rest and the mill to stay silent. And even those not selected for this particular honour would have the chance to fill their bellies at dinner with the unaccustomed richness of gravy-laden roast beef and potatoes and parsnips with a spiced currant pudding to follow, instead of the usual Sunday potato hash sparsely scattered with strips of fat bacon. Ma Hatcher had been bad-tempered for days about the amount of trouble the extra cooking would put her to, while we optimistically dreamed that in view of the double celebration of the master’s return to Derbyshire with his new bride and Miss Ida’s birthday, we might also expect an equally lavish supper such as we usually had at Christmas, of white bread so fine in texture that it near melted on the tongue, along with a slab of good cheese and a slice of plum cake instead of onion gruel and coarse oatcake. Or that there might be some other unexpected treat in store. Perhaps we would be allowed out beyond the high walls that bordered the mill to fish or paddle in the river or to walk up the hillside to gather flowers or blackberries, this being so special a day like the Wakes or when the fair came to the village a few miles up the valley and we were given the fourpences due to us twice a year to spend as we pleased. Anything was possible with Mr Loveridge in the unexpectedly cordial mood he had displayed last evening.


‘Mr Hatcher has not had too many problems with you in my absence,’ he had said, pacing slowly past us. ‘And such as have come to my notice, I have a mind to overlook for once.’


His voice had a sibilant, carrying quality that hissed into the black shadows cast by the weak candlelight from the lanthorns into the far corners of the room where – boys seated at one long wooden table, girls at the other – we ate our supper. The moment he had walked in we had scrambled to our feet, and though with a curt nod he had indicated we should be seated once again on the narrow benches and resume our meal, not one of us – not even the eldest, best-grown lad – had the nerve to finish the rapidly cooling onion gruel lest the rattle of spoon against tin bowl should draw Mr Loveridge’s chilling blue eye and therefore his displeasure. Instead we watched his measured progress around the tables with more than usual apprehension. His narrow smile might hold a hint of good humour rather than the sourness that betokened some sarcastic comment or meting out of punishment, but it could not be entirely trusted. The treat, so long dangled before us like a carrot before a starving donkey, might yet be withdrawn if he fancied some evidence of misbehaviour or slackness at work.


But to our growing astonishment he had even looked tolerantly upon poor Maggie Armitage who had been half choking in her attempts to suppress her rattling cough. She huddled against me and I could feel the tremors that shuddered through her slight body as she fought to contain the spasm. I found myself willing her to hold on and I groped for her hand, wanting to pour some of my own strength into her frail little body, even though I knew that it was quite hopeless.


Yet when the lung-tearing bark burst out Mr Loveridge scarcely faltered in his stride. His face darkened momentarily to a frown at the interruption, but all he growled was, ‘The place is plagued with coughs and colds. I shall speak to my wife about a suitable black draught. You must all be dosed against the spread of these inconvenient infections. It is fortunate for you all that your new mistress has expressed an interest in the welfare of my employees, though I have informed her I will not stand for spoiling and coddling so do not think you may take advantage.’


Take advantage? Small chance! I thought grimly of the accidents and illnesses I had witnessed in the five years I had been at Crossbank Mill. The times when some feverish complaint had swept through the apprentice house but we had still been forced from bed and into the mill to tend our machines; the times when I’d seen those with limbs strained or broken from some entanglement with the machinery – or bruised from one of Mr Hatcher’s thrashings – dragged to their work, for the drawing frames must not be allowed to stop during the appointed hours or production of the fine cotton, for which Crossbank had a high reputation, would fall behind.


I could not see that the new Mrs Loveridge, however kind, would be able to make much impression on the harshness of the regimen we were forced to submit to in the interests of Mr Loveridge’s profits. As for Maggie’s cough, that was not likely to be eased by any black draught. It was too deep-seated, and persistently worsening from the effects of labouring from six in the morning to nine at night in the close atmosphere of the carding room, where the air was so clouded with drifting cotton fibres that they constantly clogged in the nose and throat and clung to hair and eyebrows and clothing like flakes of snow. But at least, tonight, she was spared a tongue-lashing from Mr Loveridge or a cuff round the ear from Mrs Hatcher by way of teaching her to know her place. Mr Loveridge, indeed, seemed disinclined for once to dawdle long in the apprentice house. Once he had made his inspection he did not linger, even omitting to call our numbers, as he usually did, to make sure nobody was missing. He hastened off and only when he had gone did we fall thankfully to finishing our supper while, from the boys’ table, ribald suggestions spread down the benches as to Mr Loveridge’s reasons for wishing to be home to his bride in such a hurry, which set the older girls spluttering into their bowls.


‘Stop this racket, else you’ll feel my fist,’ Ma Hatcher bawled. ‘Get to your beds, you young buggers, or there’ll be no roast beef for any of you tomorrow.’


But it was not Mrs Hatcher’s threats made us scurry to rinse our bowls in the buckets of water set out for the purpose before replacing them on the table, then make for the stairs – it was the sudden appearance of her husband in the kitchen doorway. Slatternly as Ma Hatcher was, and free with her fists and curses, she had been known to display a rough kindliness to tearful newcomers or to a sick child. If Mr Hatcher had any such compassionate streak, I for one had never seen any evidence of it. He was Crossbank’s overlooker and master of apprentices and it was his business to see that production at the mill ran smoothly and that no apprentice flagged during the appointed working hours or misbehaved out of them. He carried out all his duties with ruthless efficiency.


He lounged against the doorpost picking slivers of meat out of his yellow teeth with one black fingernail. The short stick he habitually carried rose and fell against his greasy leather breeches with a sharp tapping noise. Mr Hatcher did not like to be disturbed at his supper and his small curranty eyes were sour with spite that boded ill for somebody.


It was Maggie he picked on.


We had to pass him to get to the stairs. Struck silent now. The only sound the patter of bare feet or the shuffle of slipshod boots on the boards to make a counterpoint to the rhythm of Mr Hatcher’s tapping stick. I still had Maggie by the hand. Biddie was on her other side, the two of us involuntarily closing up to shield her from Mr Hatcher’s gaze, all three of us keeping our eyes down and quickening our pace until we should be well past him.


The stick barred our way and I heard Maggie’s frightened whimper as she cowered against me. Mr Hatcher thrust himself from the doorpost and stood before us, a big black bull of a man, the powerful waft of the strong ale he’d just been drinking vying with the reek of rancid sweat from his jacket.


‘So, you’re the one as is causing trouble,’ he said softly. He reached out his stick and stuck it under Maggie’s chin, forcing her to look up at him. ‘I’ve had near enough of you today, my girl. Lingering in bed this morning, then found asleep behind the skips when there was a full hour to go before work was finished for the day, and to cap it all you’ve been larking at table . . .’


‘Maggie’s poorly today, master.’ The words burst out, too sharp, too bold, before I could stop them. I did not want to say them. Did not mean to, but the thought of Maggie in the state she was in having to endure further torment filled me with such pain and anger that there was no containing it. I caught Biddie’s warning glance and took a calming breath before I added, more meekly, ‘It weren’t her larking and laughing, honest. It’s just her cough’s bad and she couldn’t hold it back.’


‘Who asked you, Mary Bray?’ The stick darted out and jabbed me painfully in the ribs.


‘It’s the truth, master,’ I persisted, in a low, hurried voice. ‘She’s been badly all week. Some days her’s been hardly able to get her breath. Mrs Hatcher knows. She’s rubbed goose grease on Maggie’s chest every night, but it don’t give her no ease . . . Oh, please, master, don’t punish her for not being able to stop coughing. She can’t help it and a beating’ll only make her worse.’


‘Oh, dearie me, what a pitiful, sad tale to be sure.’ His teeth were bared in a mocking grin. ‘Fair tugs at me heartstrings, it does. Ah, but if I had a ha’penny for every such tale I’ve heard from the slackers and idlers I’m forced to deal with, why, I’d be a rich man and able to buy a mill of me very own!’


‘Maggie’s not slacking! She’s poorly. Look how she’s shivering. She can barely keep on her feet. It’d be cruel and wrong to punish her for summat she hasn’t done.’


I was shaking myself with distress and fear, on my own behalf as well as Maggie’s. I was doing myself no service bringing myself to Mr Hatcher’s notice. It was always best to keep quiet, do your work, endure punishment with as much stoicism as you could muster and never make a fuss about anything. Give him no cause to pick you out. I had learned that quickly enough when I first came to Crossbank. I had seen how those who complained and answered back or rebelled against the harsh discipline were always the ones selected whenever there was need of a scapegoat. Far better to lie low, to do as you were told. Neither thinking ahead to impossible dreams of escape into a world that neither knew nor cared what happened to you, nor letting yourself drift into despairing remembrance of a previous life that was lost forever. For there was danger in dreaming, too. The clattering machines which dominated the long hours of our day had no regard for human error. A moment’s inattention could mean lost fingers or broken bones or worse. Endurance, that was the thing. Grit your teeth and get on with what you were told to do until you’d served the years of your apprenticeship and could walk out of the mill to freedom, with the law on your side and no one with the power to fetch you back on the strength of a piece of paper you had been made to sign when you were too helpless, too scared, too young, to know you were signing away your childhood.


‘So that’s the way it is, Mary Bray.’ Mr Hatcher’s attention was all on me now. ‘You’ve set yourself up as judge and jury over him as is your master. And what gives you leave to think you can tell me what’s right and what’s wrong, eh?’


I swallowed. ‘I . . . I meant no offence, master. P’raps . . . you’ve such a lot to look to, you mightn’t have noticed how badly Maggie was, her being little and not wishing to make trouble. She’s a good girl and very quick and willing when her’s in good health.’


‘Is she indeed?’ Something had altered in his expression. Something that deepened my fear and made me wish I was a hundred miles from this shadowy room with the big man standing over me, his red tongue creeping out to lick slowly around his lips, and the tip of the stick which had so recently jabbed me in the ribs, now sliding over my waist and hip and down my thigh. ‘And how about you, eh? Are you willing, Mary?’


The stick reached my calf where the hem of my ragged, too-short skirt ended.


‘Well? Lost your tongue all of a sudden?’ I felt the draught of air up my bare legs as he lifted my skirt. His glance slithered slowly over me. ‘Quite a grown wench, aren’t you? Can’t say I’ve taken much note before, but I see you’re fair bursting out of that dress . . . And so much ankle on show. Dear, dear. Mind, pretty ankles like that deserve to be on public display. Pity to hide ’em. And those fine shapely legs . . . Let’s see, how old will you be now?’


‘Fourteen,’ I whispered, feeling my face burning with shame and indignation and terror.


‘A good age, fourteen,’ he said, softly, raising his glistening black eyes once more to my face. ‘Especially for a willing girl.’


‘Master . . . Maggie’s near dead on her feet.’ I wanted to keep my voice calm and steady, and failed. ‘Can . . . can we go up now?’


He was suddenly in a good mood.


‘I reckon I’ll be lenient this once,’ he said. ‘But think on this, Mary Bray, I’ll be watching you carefully from now on. I reckon you and me have got a bit of unfinished business as must be settled.’ He paused, then said with slow emphasis, ‘Girls with too much to say for themselves must learn to be more humble, and I’ve a mind to give you a little learnin’ in private on that very subject.’


His laughter followed us as we fled up the dark stairs to the sanctuary of the girls’ bedchamber.


Looking back, it is possible to interpret the recurrence of the dream on that particular night as holding some significance. But, unlike those other moments of awareness, of prescience, that troubled me deeply whenever they occurred, I noticed nothing different – nothing prophetic – about the dream save its extraordinary clarity. I thought it was worry that had caused me to suffer a nightmare, for even through bone-deep exhaustion my mind would not let me fall instantly to sleep. Mr Hatcher’s words wove round and round in my head, dark and menacing. I knew very well what that threat of ‘learning’ meant though I’d previously thought myself safe from his attentions, being so scrawny and ill favoured. It was the pretty ones he usually pestered with pawings and whisperings when they were at their work. They were the girls whom he would send on errands in order to waylay them in some quiet corner. There they would be obliged to let him thrust his squeezing, pinching fingers up their skirts or down their bodices, none of them daring to resist. I knew of only two who had. To one he had afterwards given so severe a beating on a trumped-up charge of theft that she was never right in the head afterwards and had to be taken off her frame and put to the simplest work of picking out the dirt and seeds from the raw cotton to prepare it for carding. The other, who took her complaints to Mr Loveridge, was met with cold indifference.


‘Pray do not come snivelling to me with such lying accusations. I am perfectly aware of the low morals of you and your kind. So many come here steeped in the whorish tricks of the streets, having known no other way. But by God, I will not have such baseness here! You have been brought to a respectable trade . . . you are fed and housed and clothed at no little expense to myself. And what do I get in return? Whining attempts to discredit the honest man set above you in order that you shall learn the ways of obedience and discipline. Let me assure you, I have every confidence in Mr Hatcher who has served me well and faithfully for many years. Your sly words mean nothing against his, so do not try ever again to spread such tales. But perhaps if an example is made it might warn others to desist from inventing lies . . .’


So before we were allowed supper that night Mr Loveridge called her out and himself administered six strokes of the strap kept in the dining chamber for that purpose. Then he took a pair of scissors and cropped off her long yellow curls, her only vanity, so that her hair was reduced to ugly, uneven spikes. She did not complain ever again, though Mr Hatcher tormented her relentlessly in the following weeks – seeming to take extra pleasure in her humiliation – before he grew tired of her and diverted his lustful attention elsewhere.


And now, it seemed, he had turned that attention to me. I shuddered and huddled closer to Biddie, wanting her to distract my thoughts by whispering about the treats in store for us today, but she had drifted back to sleep. Even though sleep was a commodity none of us ever had enough of, I was too restless to settle. I was haunted both by the dream and the evil pictures conjured up by Mr Hatcher’s threat. His hands crawling about my body, his wet lips slobbering on my skin, being forced to touch him in return . . . Even the thought of it made me feel sick. I slid from under the grubby sheet that covered us. Better to be up and about than lie here brooding, and I must see if Maggie was better this morning.


My heart sank when I saw that she clearly was not.


Only the biggest girls had the luxury of two to a bed. The rest of us must manage as best we might with three sharing. Biddie and I had been well contented when the older girl who had taken up most of the sleeping space had moved on and little Maggie from the new batch of apprentices had been apportioned to us. She was small for her eight years and, lying with her head to the foot of the bed, seemed to take up no room at all.


Now there seemed even less of her, barely a handful of sparrow bones under the covers, and the sound of her hoarse, ragged breathing frightened me even more than the two unnatural spots of colour on her cheekbones that stood out like fiery beacons against the ashen pallor of her face.


‘Maggie . . . Maggie, love,’ I whispered urgently.


But she did not stir and when I smoothed the dirty tangle of limp hair from her forehead I felt her skin searing hot and dry under my fingertips. She was burning up with fever!


What should I do? What should I do? I looked around wildly then, with a dim memory of Aunt Hettie, once when I was ill, bathing my forehead with comforting, sweet-smelling lavender water, I snatched up my Sunday pinafore from its hook beside the bed and ran to the pitcher of water that stood on the table at the end of the room. I soaked the coarse cambric and flew back to Maggie to press the wet cloth as gently as I could against her cheeks until she moved her head restlessly on the lumpy bolster. But still she did not wake and the words that came from her dry, cracked lips were the disconnected mutterings of delirium.


I stared at her in despair. It was hard to believe that I was looking at the same lively, eager child who had arrived six months since with a head full of impossible expectations.


‘We walked all the way from Gloucester, me an’ Ma,’ she had announced proudly. ‘We come right away when we ’eard there was work to be got ’ere, and that the ’prentices was given good food and learnin’ and plenty of free time out in the country. Master thought I looked a bit small, but Ma promised I was a hard worker . . . ’er was that pleased when master said I could make my mark on the paper – an’ he give me a whole shilling when I done as he showed me. ’Course, I give it to Ma, an’ ’er cried ’er was that happy, for times ’as been mortal bad since Pa was took, an’ there’s three more younger’n me at home.’


Most of us had heard the self-same tales of fine country living and easy work in the mills. Glossy lies. Put about by agents whose business it was to make sure there were plenty of willing recruits to serve the needs of the mill masters. Lies conveniently accepted by those who had charge of the poorhouses and by those whose best interests lay in encouraging the poorest families to send their children away before they became an extra burden on the parish.


I wondered what Mrs Armitage would say if she could see her daughter now. Not that there was any likelihood of that. She was far off in Gloucester with her own troubles and Maggie might as well be orphaned as Biddie and I and many of the others were.


For once I was relieved to hear the clanging of keys as Mrs Hatcher unlocked the bedchamber door. Almost before she had time to waddle two steps into the room, I was on her, dragging her, protesting, to our bed.


‘What’re you about, you young varmint?’ she cried, swinging her massive fist so that I had to dodge under her arm to avoid a buffet to my ear. ‘I been up half the night ’tending to the beef that’s a-roasting for your dinner an’ I’m in no mood for daft tricks.’


‘Oh, please, Mrs Hatcher . . . it’s Maggie. Her’s real bad.’


She leaned her bulk over the bed and peered shortsightedly into Maggie’s face, at the same time roughly shaking her shoulder. Maggie’s eyes fluttered open, but there was little comprehension in their sunken depths.


‘Well? What’s amiss with ’ee then? Chest still bein’ a trouble? You’re a bit ’ot, that’s for sure, though no spots come out as I can see. Hope you’re not sickening for ’owt catchin’ for I couldn’t be doin’ wi’ all of you skrikin’ about being sick.’ She straightened up. ‘Well, I ’en’t got time to bother with you today.’


‘But she needs medicine . . . a doctor.’


‘Hold your noise, Mary Bray. Your tongue’s too busy by ’alf an’ you know well enough master don’t ’old wi’ sending for doctors unnecessary. What I was about to say when you interrupted me was as you can come wi’ me to the kitchen and I’ll show you how to make up an ’ot mustard plaster for her chest. Nowt so good as ’ot mustard for a feverish cough. Fetch me your bolster.’ She doubled the bolster up behind Maggie’s shoulders and propped her against it. ‘Her’ll breathe easier like that. And best put plenty o’ weight on her.’ She snatched the covers off the girls curled together like puppies in the next bed and piled them over Maggie’s slight form. ‘You can bring an ’ot brick up an’ all. Put it to ’er feet. Fever’ll break in no time wi’ that amount of coddlin’, so no need to give me that sulky look. Her’ll be up and about afore you know it. Now, I got more important things to see to.’ She raised her voice to a bellow. ‘Out o’ bed, you lazy lummocks, or there’ll be no breakfast, never mind a beef dinner, if you’re not downstairs in two shakes o’ the cow’s tail.’ Which set those who had taken the opportunity to snatch an extra few moments of sleep tumbling hurriedly from their bed.


Biddie, as frightened as I was at Maggie’s state, helped me to apply the rag spread with the mustard poultice on to Maggie’s narrow, bony chest, moving her limp limbs about as though she were nothing more than a rag doll. We put the hot brick to her feet, which were icy despite her fever, and tucked her up as tight as we could before we ran down to snatch breakfast.


As we gulped down the last of our watery porridge, Mr Hatcher came into the room to inform us, sourly, that Mr Loveridge had ordered, as we’d hoped, the yard gates to be opened and kept open until sunset and we might come and go as we pleased. He quelled the ripple of excited whispers by slamming down his stick on the table to set the tin plates and mugs nervously dancing. ‘But if one of you is late for dinner, or strays further than the river bank, then you’ll regret the day you was born,’ he snarled.


Even his threats were not enough to quench the excitement in the apprentice house today. Once he gave the word, there was a rush for the door. Only Biddie and I were left to trudge back upstairs and stare at each other across the sickbed in the deserted bedchamber.


‘We can’t leave ’er,’ Biddie said after a minute, her voice sounding over-loud in the silence. ‘Ma Hatcher’ll not bother comin’ up to see ’ow she does. Nor anybody else, for that matter.’ A long-drawn out pause then, flatly, ‘Nobody cares. Not for ’er. Not for us.’


I felt the same bitterness that laced Biddie’s words well like bile into my own throat. I saw the same anger that rose, treacherously, in my mind reflected in her narrowed eyes. Dangerous emotions, both, to nurture or to express at Crossbank Mill.


Nobody cares.


And it was more than helplessness in the face of Maggie’s illness that made me answer, coldly sarcastic, ‘P’raps Miss Ida Loveridge would come down and sit wi’ Maggie for an hour or two. After all, ’er ’as a holiday every day. Her wouldn’t miss a nice walk in the country for once.’ It was the accumulated hopelessness of the years we had been confined here and the years that lay ahead. The injustice that ruled us, the unending drudgery of harsh, unceasing toil. It was Mr Loveridge cutting off a girl’s hair for speaking out the truth. It was barred windows and the sound of Ma Hatcher’s key turning the great lock that sealed us in at night. It was Mr Hatcher’s arm raised to bring down his stick on bruised shoulders and his black-nailed hand lying heavy on a girl’s thin arm.


There was a moment when I wanted to scream and rage and beat my fists in frustration, but Biddie saved me. She laughed. A forced, poor mockery of her usual robust giggle, but a laugh, nevertheless, to jerk me back from the knife edge of perilous impulse.


‘Eh, I wouldn’t trust our Maggie wi’ Miss Dainty-arse. ’Er’d swoon right away sooner than mucky ’er fingers by touching any of us. I heard tell ’er once had a stable lad beaten for brushin’ against ’er when he’d been clearing ’oss shit off the cobbles.’


What we knew of our employer’s daughter came from rumour and gossip. Glimpses of her were restricted to the two occasions in the year, Christmas and Easter, when we were marched to the church in the village instead of having the usual Bible reading and prayers from a faded cousin, a dependant of Mr Loveridge’s, Miss Groom, who on Sunday afternoon performed this duty before she did her best with the thankless task of instilling a little book-learning into the heads of children who were mostly too tired, too listless or too disinterested to take much notice.


From the gallery at the back of St Peter’s we could only catch a glimpse of Miss Loveridge’s bonnet amid a sea of plumes and ribbons. Then, as we were not allowed to leave after the service until the congregation in the nave of the church had dispersed, we could follow her progress through the throng moving towards the west door.


She was always beautifully dressed in silk or velvet according to the season. Pale, pretty shades that enhanced her delicate pink-and-white colouring and fair hair. She smiled charmingly as she and her papa paused to speak to friends and only once had I ever seen her look up towards the gallery. But it was the briefest of frowning, fastidious glances before she moved on, as though the sight of such a rough, ragged bunch of children was an affront to her refined nature. It was clear that Miss Loveridge did not know – or did not care – that her beautiful clothes, her privileged way of life, were in no small measure due to us.


‘Wouldn’t be ’er idea, would it? Inviting some of us up to tea to the ’ouse,’ Biddie said, as if she had followed my train of thought. ‘Not Miss Dainty-arse.’


‘The new missus’s, I suppose,’ I said. ‘But I don’t see as how I can go now.’


‘But you can’t not go!’ Biddie cried, sounding as disappointed as I felt. ‘You got a new dress an’ cap. It’ll be given to Sal Smith if you don’t. You know ’ow her’s been green as grass because you was chose instead of her. Her reckons ’erself near as good a scholar as you. Her’s properly grieved Miss Groom didn’t pick ’er.’


‘But Maggie . . .’


‘Turn and turn about,’ Biddie said stoutly. ‘No reason we should both lose our ’oliday altogether. Won’t be another till Christmas Day. You sit with ’er this mornin’. I’ll stay while you get off to your teaparty.’


‘Well, if her’s no worse . . .’


But, thankfully, by the time Biddie returned, her tattered skirt sodden from the knees down, her feet and legs unnaccustomedly clean from the hours spent paddling in the river and her eyes bright from the fresh air, Maggie did seem a little improved.


‘The fever seems to have broke,’ I said, with relief. ‘She’s started to sweat like Mrs Hatcher said she would. And just now she opened her eyes and smiled at me proper . . . But if only ’er wasn’t so weak! I tried to give her a sip o’ water just now but ’er barely seems to have the strength to swallow. Tryin’ brought on a terrible fit of coughing and that seems to tire ’er even more.’


‘P’raps ’er strength’ll come back when she’s ’ad a good sleep,’ Biddie said hopefully. ‘By tomorrow ’er’ll likely be properly herself again if her can rest up today.’


Wishful thinking, we both knew that. It was clear that it would take more than a day in bed to make Maggie well. Even if the fever had eased, that painful, tearing cough would not be shifted quickly, nor her strength brought back. She needed many long days – weeks perhaps – of rest and care and warmth with a doctor in attendance to order medicines to cure her cough and nourishing food to put flesh on her bones. Instead of which she would be put back to work in the carding room just as soon as her legs could support her. It was so wrong! So cruel! But who was there to listen to, or sympathise with, the likes of us? Certainly neither of the Hatchers nor Mr Loveridge. I clutched at the one faint hope. The new Mrs Loveridge, who had expressed an interest in us, Mr Loveridge had said. Who might turn out to be sympathetic and might, just might, be appealed to on Maggie’s behalf. And, in turn, could bring whatever influence she had to bear on an ardent new husband anxious to please her . . .


Biddie was right. I should go to the teaparty. That way lay our only hope of relief for Maggie’s suffering.


Miss Groom came promptly at three-thirty, as promised, to escort us to the big house.


She was a faded, elderly woman who once might have been pretty and lively, but her years as a companion to the first Mrs Loveridge – by all accounts a cantankerous and demanding invalid, who had died this past spring – had drained the heart out of her and the odour of lost hopes clung to her as strongly as the musky aroma of the dried herbs she scattered amongst her mouse-grey garments against the moth. She fussed about us with an air of nervous distraction while we stood in the yard, well scrubbed as ordered, to be inspected in our scratchy new clothes and the shiny shoes that felt uncompromisingly rigid to feet that were mostly accustomed to downtrodden old boots, or no boots at all.


‘Tom, your hands are still grimy. Rinse them once more under the pump . . . Alice, tuck your hair under your cap. It will not do at all to have it tumbling about your face – and how have you managed to get mud already on the hem of your skirt? No, leave it! You will only make it worse. It will brush off better when it is dry . . . Now, all of you, remember, do not speak unless you are spoken to. You will be shown where to sit, but on no account seat yourselves until Mrs Loveridge and Miss Loveridge do so. You will be offered bread and butter and cake, but do not take more than one piece of each, and for heaven’s sake, take care with your plate and cup. Bear in mind that any breakages will earn you a caning. Now, walk briskly else we shall be late.’


She continued her monologue of advice and instruction all the way to the house, but once she had chivvied us across the mill yard, through the big iron gates and on to the road, I did not listen. I did not care how we ought to comport ourselves at Crossbank Grange. Nothing mattered save that we were beyond our imprisoning walls and I must gather every sensation of this free, beautiful world and hoard it against the weeks when there was nothing but ugliness about me.


Once outside the gate we turned from the more familiar way that wound along the wooded valley bottom past the two raw stone terraces built by Mr Loveridge to house some of his waged workers and then to the village two or three miles distant. We took the road that led in the opposite direction, quickly diverting from it on to a narrow footpath that made a more direct, if steeper, approach to the substantial house from where the Loveridges might gaze down upon the source of their wealth while remaining conveniently remote from it.


I felt the silky breeze against my face, heard the bleating of the sheep, inhaled the rich, sweet scents of sun-warmed grass and earth. This was hard, high country and on a less benevolent day the hills that pressed close about the narrow dale looked dark and forbidding. Today, the warm golden light blunted the severity of these sentinel hills so that even the jagged outcrops of craggy limestone seemed less severe.


I looked up at the untroubled blue of the September sky and down at the grasses that brushed against my skirt to leave a feathery trail of seedheads clinging to the coarse grey cotton. I wanted to linger; to have time to touch a leaf, a flower, the perfect whorl of a snail shell gleaming with the lustre of garnet and pearl, but already we were through a wicket gate in the low drystone wall that divided Loveridge land from the rough sheep-grazed moorland grasses. No need here to build walls twice the height of a grown man in order to make prisoners of those within.


The footpath skirted a stand of beech trees and crossed a gravelled carriage drive that swept in a broad, rising S-shape to the front porch then through an arch to the back of the house where I thought we should be directed. But Miss Groom led us up a flight of stone-flagged steps that climbed between regimented, terraced beds of yellow and red roses and marched us straight to the front door. This honour, she informed us, had been bestowed by Mrs Loveridge herself. I clutched eagerly at this good omen. Surely a lady who could treat her husband’s lowliest employees with such respect would be willing to speak up in favour of a sick child?


The door was unlocked. Miss Groom turned the shiny brass door knob and pushed it wide. The others had whispered excitedly all the way, but now they fell to an awed silence as they saw the richness within. Dancing prisms of light reflected from the cut-glass chandelier on to gleaming oak panelling weighty with paintings in carved and gilded frames, on the sweep of the polished staircase, on the starched and frilled apron of the parlour maid bustling towards us.


I was the last to enter and at the precise moment when I should have followed Alice across the threshold, I stopped dead. Someone was calling me. Not from inside the house but from outside. I turned sharply. A man’s voice. I looked round. The terraces of roses were empty of gardeners and nobody else was about. I looked farther off. From this elevated spot I could clearly see the huddle of mill buildings and the road following the meanders of the river until both plunged round the wooded bluff that hid the village from view. I could see the small figures of my workmates idling on the banks and hear, very faintly, their shouts and laughter. Being Sunday there were no wagons trundling to and from the mill. Nothing moved on the road . . . No, I was wrong. A horse and rider coming round the bluff at a brisk canter. I caught the thump of hoofbeats. I saw how the thudding hooves ate up the distance that divided us and sent spurts of white dust rising in their wake like little puffs of summer cloud.


There was no reason for me to believe that the rider was coming here. No reason for the curious sense of expectancy that possessed me. He was merely a traveller who would pass by on the valley road. But as I stood there, the rider looked up towards the house, raising his hand to shield his eyes from the sun almost as though he sensed me watching him. Which was ridiculous. Almost as ridiculous as the fancy that he had been the one to call my name . . . I shook my head, puzzled. The voice had been so clear, so urgent . . . Miranda.


Miranda?


But I was Mary now. Had been for nearly five long years. Nobody knew me as Miranda. Even my name had been taken from me when I entered Crossbank Mill as being too fancy and, as my protests only earned me blows and curses, I had thought miserably that I must learn to accept my new name along with this dreadful new situation. After all, Miranda Brehault – that carefree, innocent child – belonged heart and soul to Moondance. Perhaps it was best that she remained there, untainted, undiminished, while plain Mary Bray bore the servitude thrust upon her.


So who . . .? Why . . .?


I was suddenly chilled despite the sun. How could he call out my name, my real name, this stranger? How could I have heard him – if I had – from such a distance? Gooseflesh shuddered up my arms. There was an explanation, I knew that, feared it, had hoped to have grown away from it . . .


No! I would not believe it was something fey and extraordinary. It had been . . . the calling of a bird. Yes, of course. A curlew, perhaps, or a peewit. There were plenty out there on the hillside.


Miranda . . .


Different now, sighing, throaty with longing, with desire . . . And my own heartbeat quickening, the sense of anticipation, excitement, rising in waves to swamp the fear . . .


Yet nobody in sight save the man in a blue coat riding a bay horse. And as I looked – as I had known he would from that first instant when he had rounded the bluff – the rider was slowing his horse, turning it towards the gates of Crossbank Grange.


‘Mary!’


I jumped.


‘What are you doing gawking on the doorstep?’ Miss Groom’s fretful voice – human, real – was both an intrusion and a relief. ‘Come inside at once!’


‘Yes, miss,’ I whispered. And did not know whether I was glad or sorry to do as I was bidden.


The first sight of the new Mrs Loveridge was something of a shock. I had expected a matronly person. Someone of middle years, greying and sedate, who would make a suitable step-mama for a sixteen-year-old girl. Instead, in the middle of the parlour carpet, briskly directing the maids in the business of removing chairs through glass doors at the far end of the room to the terrace outside, stood a slender, brown-haired and elegant young woman. Very young. She looked scarcely older than Ida Loveridge herself. Indeed, I later learned she was barely nineteen. But she lacked nothing in self-assurance, that was straight away apparent in her manner and her tone of voice. And in that shaded, severe room, ponderous with large pieces of furniture, she seemed to cast an aura of brilliance like an exotic creature transposed from some tropical place. It was an effect heightened, of course, by the shimmering coral silk of her fashionable dress, the green ribbons woven into the smooth coils of her hair and the gloss of jade at her ears and throat.


But it was more than that. Some inner quality of animation drew the eye and dazzled the mind into believing her extraordinarily vivid and handsome. If, on closer scrutiny, it was evident that her nose and chin were actually too sharp and determined, her mouth too full, her eyes too narrow and deep-set for true beauty, these imperfections seemed unimportant when set against the overall effect. Mr Loveridge himself, judging from his doting expression, was completely indifferent to her imperfections. He was clearly besotted with his stylish, colourful, vigorous young bride which perhaps was scarcely surprising when for so long he had been tied to a fretful invalid.


‘Why, Florence, you have returned so quickly you have caught us wrong-footed,’ she cried gaily to Miss Groom. ‘I decided it was too fine a day to remain mouldering indoors. We shall take tea al fresco . . . and no, Ida dear, I shall not listen to another protest about wasps and cool breezes and the deleterious effects of sunlight on the parlour chairs. It is delightfully sheltered on the terrace and it behoves us to make the most of this sunny weather when next week we might be confined to the house willy-nilly by gales and rain. What say you, Charles?’ She held out one graceful white hand to her husband, laughing as she did so. ‘Will you agree with me? Or forbid my happy little scheme for fear that the furniture will fade away before our eyes?’


‘Oh, you must by all means do as you think fit, dearest,’ he said, stepping hastily from where he had been standing by the window. ‘Whatever pleases you will give me pleasure also.’


His face was foolish with smiles and his hand as it reached for hers seemed to tremble just a little. But the instant before their fingertips touched her eye was caught by some disarrangement in the ruffle decorating her sleeve. She withdrew her hand, frowning, in order to smooth the ruffle, at the same time remarking with a teasing hint of reproach, ‘Ah, but we are forgetting our manners, are we not? Our guests have arrived and we neglect them shamefully while we concern ourselves with this trifling domestic matter. Come, Ida! Florence, will you perform the introductions?’ And left him standing there, hand still outstretched, so that this stern, authoritarian figure who could render the apprentice house silent with one chilling glance seemed for a moment strangely uncertain and diminished.


He quickly recovered and moved to stand at his wife’s elbow, a sombre, watchful guardian. No smiles for us. On the contrary, his presence was clearly intended to remind us that we were there on sufferance. Miss Ida Loveridge, looking sullen – perhaps aware that against bold coral silk and a sophisticated arrangement of glossy brown locks, pink-spotted muslin appeared insipid and frizzy ringlets excessively girlish – stood on her step-mama’s other side. Neither father nor daughter seemed to take much pleasure in the sight of six apprentices lined up in their parlour. Our visit might have been arranged in honour of Miss Loveridge’s birthday but I strongly suspected that we would never have been allowed anywhere near had she had any say in the matter. Nor did I think her papa would have dreamt up such a scheme on his own account. Which left Mrs Loveridge as the person solely responsible. Though such a new bride, she already seemed to have the managing of her husband well in hand. I found the thought encouraging.


Mrs Loveridge spoke to each of us in turn and was patient with the stumbling answers to her questions. Questions put to us without a trace of condescension but as if she were genuinely interested to learn what we had to say. But though her manner was gentle, I saw how very sharp her eyes were, missing nothing. When Miss Groom spoke my name and I had bobbed a nervous curtsey, I looked up to find that clear, hazel gaze raking me.


‘So, Mary,’ she said, her quiet voice belying the intense and uncompromising quality of her scrutiny. ‘Do you come from the Clerkenwell workhouse like Alice and Joan?’


‘No, ma’am. From . . . from Devonshire.’


‘Devonshire! From which part?’


‘Ashburton, ma’am,’ I said, automatically, as I had drilled myself to say, not wishing to speak of Moondance even to a woman who seemed possessed of kindly intentions.


‘Then we have something in common.’ Her smile was warm but there was a trace of sadness in her voice. ‘I was born in the county town of Exeter and lived my happiest years thereabouts before I was compelled to go to London. We must talk again of Devonshire before you leave. Such green and rolling hills I never saw anywhere else, nor such spectacular panoramas along the coast where the cliffs are made of rock as red as fire. Did you ever go to Exmouth, Mary? Or to Dawlish? Or Teignmouth?’


I shook my head. ‘Never saw the sea close up, ma’am.’ Only a distant, beckoning shimmer seen from the top of the tor. The sea that had carried my mother, the foreign bride, to the cool, damp climate of England and to her death. The sea that had borne my father off again, never to return.


A maid swished in to announce that tea was ready whenever we wished to move outside and Mrs Loveridge became animated once more, sweeping us to the doors, disposing us about the table set upon the sun-warmed flags of the terrace where steps led down to a stretch of formal garden, a splash of bright, cultivated colour against the backdrop of the wild hillside.


Mr Loveridge favoured us with a cautioning, purse-lipped frown then smiled indulgently at his wife. ‘I shall leave you to your teaparty, my dear, and retire to the library to attend to the urgent correspondence I told you of.’


‘Such a bore for you, Charles,’ Mrs Loveridge said, with a sigh and a shrug. ‘And tiresome for us to be deprived of your company. But if you must . . .’


‘Business matters, you understand. Everything is behind-hand with my absence this last week.’ He paused, with a knowing smile, as though expecting further flattering protests from his bride or even a blushing look hinting at the intimacy they now shared, but Mrs Loveridge had already turned away to say something to Alice and he was obliged to make his exit unremarked. He went back into the house where he could be heard calling sharply to the maid to fetch tea to the library. ‘And tea only! I do not care to distress my digestion with heavy pastries at this hour.’


Mrs Loveridge apparently had no qualms at all about distressing the digestion of the rest of us.


‘Being unaware of your preferences,’ she said, ‘I bespoke a good selection of savoury and sweet items. I hope you will find something to your liking. Now sit down, do, and help yourselves to whatever you wish. Our excellent cook has worked hard to please me and I do not wish to hurt her feelings. I shall expect nothing to be left but crumbs or I shall be quite unable to face her tomorrow.’


It was food I had almost believed I should never see again. Raised savoury pies sliced open to reveal the close-packed meat and herb-rich jelly within, chicken patties, fruit tarts – apple and golden plum and purple damson – flanked with jugs of cream, fruit cakes, a magnificent sponge decorated with pink icing, maids-of-honour, shortbread . . . it was a far cry from our expectations of bread and butter and a slice of plain cake. Miss Groom was as wide-eyed as we were and though her nostrils flared in disapproval she was too timid to make any formal protest beyond a murmured, ‘How very . . . lavish . . . Quite overfacing,’ which was lost in the scraping of chairs and settling of skirts.


‘Come along, now,’ Mrs Loveridge said, seeing us constrained by shyness. ‘Let me pass you the chicken patties, Tom. Take two at least. They are but a mouthful each . . . and you as well, Mary – or is it that you overindulged at dinnertime? I am told by my husband that you are lavishly fed.’


Though Mrs Loveridge’s tone was dry, Ida Loveridge seemed unaware of any irony.


‘Indeed they are,’ she put in proudly. ‘Papa is noted for his charity towards his employees.’


‘Is he now? How very agreeable for him. Florence, Alice’s plate is still empty. Be so good as to help her to a slice of pie.’


‘Oh, yes, he has a reputation in the district as a great benefactor, as you will find, Step-mama, once you are acquainted with society here. In fact, I have heard it said more than once by his friends that the apprentices who serve their time at Crossbank must be the luckiest in the whole of North Derbyshire. For there are few masters who are as lenient and generous as Papa.’


‘Really?’ Mrs Loveridge’s fine eyebrows rose a fraction as she turned her full attention to her step-daughter. ‘I had no idea your papa was so . . . distinguished a philanthropist. Why, to look at these six pale and undernourished rabbits, one would never guess how well they lived. How good of you to save me from such a sad misjudgement.’


Miss Loveridge hesitated, blinked uncertainly, then apparently reassured by the polite and attentive expression on her step-mother’s face went on, ‘You see, the apprentices he brings in from the towns to learn a good trade are from the very poorest orders of society. They are paupers and orphans and other low sorts of waifs and strays. If Papa did not employ them they would remain a dreadful drain on their parishes, or even sink into depravity. Indeed, Papa says half of them would probably have ended up as thieves and footpads and a threat to respectable society had he not rescued them.’ She shuddered delicately. ‘As it is, there are few among them who know anything of morals or manners when they come here. And with so many being of a lazy and idle nature and unused to regular hours, they will not settle to a fair day’s work to earn their keep, which annoys Papa exceedingly.’


I bit hard into a chicken patty. For a moment the melting brown crust tasted like ashes in my mouth. How dare she! How dare this spoiled ignorant miss sit there in her fine clothes and parrot such judgements. What did she know who had never set foot through the mill gate? Who sat there like a little princess, looking down her nose at us and not even bothering to lower her voice as she mouthed this mess of half-truths and downright lies. I felt the treacherous stir of bitter and useless emotions. I must not protest! I fixed my eyes on the plate in front of me. White china with a border of blue flowers. Such a plate as Miss Ida Loveridge ate off every day, while we . . . no, I would not think of that. I would not make comparisons. It was no use. I should not do myself any good. Better to eat this feast as the others did, keeping my eyes down, accepting that today we were lucky and giving no thought to tomorrow.


‘So, Ida dear, you believe the apprentices should be grateful to your papa for being given an opportunity to work?’ Mrs Loveridge spoke almost lazily. ‘But surely it is we who should be grateful to them?’


‘Step-mama?’


‘If there was no one to spin the cotton – and spin it so cheaply – why, your papa’s business would soon falter.’


‘No, no, you misunderstand.’ Miss Loveridge gave a trill of condescending laughter. ‘There are plenty more where these apprentices came from. New children continue to be recruited regularly from workhouses about the country to replace those who have served their time and left. You must not worry about Papa’s business. It thrives exceedingly.’


‘I am afraid it is you who misunderstand, Ida,’ Mrs Loveridge said, her voice no longer lazy but clear and definite. ‘My meaning was that without the labour – the long and hard labour – of those less fortunate than ourselves, we none of us could live in the considerable style and comfort that we do. And it behoves us to acknowledge our gratitude to . . .’ She broke off, staring along the terrace, the colour draining from her face. ‘God in heaven,’ she whispered.


‘I’m sorry, ma’am.’ The maid came fluttering out of the parlour at the stranger’s heels. ‘The gentleman would not wait.’


‘No . . . no. Thank you, Jane. It is perfectly . . . in order.’ Then, the colour flooding back into her face, she sprang to her feet, pushing back her chair so hard that it fell with a crash to the flags. She flew to the tall man and flung herself into his arms. ‘Oh, Kit! Kit!’ she cried, half laughing, half crying. ‘Is it really you, or am I dreaming?’


‘I am real enough, Caro.’


I recognised his voice instantly. Had known exactly how it would sound the moment I saw him standing there in his shabby, travel-stained blue coat and dusty boots. That same dark, deep voice had called my name as I had waited to enter the house. Yet I did not know him. A shiver set the hair prickling on the nape of my neck and my spine shuddering. He was a complete stranger. I had never seen him before in my life. His voice might ring in my ears as familiar as my own, but nothing else about this tall, black-browed young man with the thin brown face and the narrow, deep-set eyes, so very like Mrs Loveridge’s, meant anything at all to me, even though I felt that it should.


Alice’s elbow jabbed into my side. She pushed a laden plate nearer to me and winked. While the attention of Miss Groom and Miss Loveridge was diverted by the stranger’s untimely appearance she was taking the opportunity to whisk a piece or two of shortbread into the cuff of her sleeve. The others stealthily began to follow suit, but my hands fell useless on to the white cloth and I could no more tear my attention away from the unknown visitor than fly to the moon. I found myself desperate to catch the snatches of low-voiced, urgent conversation, as though it was important that I should understand the nuances of this unexpected reunion. But though I strained my ears their words came to me in broken phrases that made little sense.


‘Kit . . . if only you had returned sooner . . .’


‘. . . I would not have let him marry you off . . .’


‘No! No, you could have done nothing. Uncle Warrener would never have listened to you. It is over now and better that I was willing.’


‘Willing? How could you be—?’


‘What choice had I at the finish? I could not stand out against them both . . . Charles and Uncle Warrener. I had to make the best of it.’


‘Oh, Caro, Caro . . . if I had known . . .’


A lingering pause, then, in which Mrs Loveridge seemed suddenly and visibly to recollect that they had an audience. She drew back from the stranger, straightened her shoulders and said in a cool, very different, voice, her face stern, ‘But you did not, Kit, and there is nothing to be done about it now.’ Then, whirling about, her smile swift and dazzling, she cried, ‘Is this not a splendid surprise? Here is my cousin Christian, the son of my Uncle Warrener, who ran away to seek his fortune three years past and of whom nothing has been heard since. Jane, fetch another chair and lay a place for Mr Warrener beside mine. Come, Kit, allow me to present you to Miss Florence Groom, a relative of my husband’s . . . Miss Ida Loveridge, my step-daughter. And these other young people are apprentices from my husband’s mill who have joined us for tea.’


He bowed stiffly, his face set and unsmiling, and seemed at first reluctant to make any move towards the table until Mrs Loveridge caught his arm and urged him forward, drowning his silence in a flood of her own words.


‘How brown you are, and thinner, and quite a head taller! I long to hear of your adventures . . . though I confess I was grievously put out when you disappeared. There was I, left to suffer Uncle Warrener’s ill-humour all alone – and he was fearsomely angry as you may imagine, when he found you gone. Such a hue and cry he put about, and he believing that I had some hand in the escapade, which was nonsense for had I learned anything of it I should have clung to your coat-tails and made you take me with you. You were my only friend in that unamiable house and I was quite bereft when you had gone. Mind, a sore burden I should have been, I daresay, being female and no more than a useless ornament, as my uncle was always at pains to advise me.’ She laughed as she spoke, yet her words flew at him, pointed as needles, and her cousin’s frown deepened as he took the chair beside her. ‘After that last terrible falling out with your father, I knew any reconciliation was unlikely, but silly, grieving child that I was, I thought you would get some word to me. But, no, you had washed your hands of me as well as your fearsome parent, and I thought I should never forgive you for it.’


‘But I did,’ he interrupted quietly. ‘Of course I wrote, Caro.’


‘Easy words, Kit Warrener. But, like your promises, to be taken with a large pinch of salt.’


‘It is the truth!’


‘So you say, but no word ever came to me.’


‘Then my letters were intercepted.’ His mouth tightened. ‘My father, I suppose. I might have guessed.’


They stared wordlessly at each other, the small silence charged like the air before a thunderstorm. Mrs Loveridge’s smile wavered. Her chin trembled like that of a child who fights back tears, so that all at once her self-assurance seemed no more than a pretence; a brave, bright show put on to deceive. Then Ida Loveridge, clearly anxious to draw the attention of this unexpected – and personable – male visitor, fluttered her lashes at him and said with a simper, ‘Why, Mr Warrener, how very intriguing it is to find myself in possession of a new relation by reason of my papa’s marriage. Especially as I had no inkling that Step-mama had any relative in the world save the uncle who took her in when she was orphaned. It is very remiss of you, Step-mama,’ she added archly, ‘not to have mentioned Mr Warrener to us. Papa will be surprised, indeed.’


At which Mrs Loveridge’s expression hardened once again to its brilliant smile as she cried, ‘Silly child. Of course your papa has been acquainted with the facts.’


‘But I . . .’


‘You were not informed, dear, because Papa thought such a tale unsuitable to relay to a young girl.’


Ida Loveridge flushed. ‘Sixteen is not so young,’ she muttered sulkily. ‘It is quite grown, in fact.’


‘It wants three days yet to your birthday – and it is unbecoming, Ida, to question your papa’s authority in these matters when you are not yet out of the schoolroom.’ Mrs Loveridge spoke with the gently amused air of one diverted by a child’s posturings. Her step-daughter’s flush deepened but as she sought for a cutting response, Mrs Loveridge said kindly, ‘However, I see no harm now in telling you that my Uncle Warrener wished your papa to hear the truth from his own lips rather than from distorted gossip. Indeed, he honoured him with a frank account of his ungrateful, runaway son’s misdeeds. Does that not speak well for the friendship that has grown between the two gentlemen since your papa sought my hand? But then I have often thought they have so many characteristics in common. A sobriety of spirit, a keen sense of moral judgement, a shrewd devotion to business. No wonder my uncle felt that here was a person to whom he could with a clear conscience transfer the responsibility of a dependent niece, knowing that whatever settlement he made upon her would be placed in safe hands and not frittered away on wordly pursuits, as might have been the case with someone younger and more impetuous.’


She had spoken all this with her gaze on her step-daughter, but I had the sensation that everything she said was intended for the man sitting next to her. He had kept very still, his face expressionless, but now, as she turned towards him, his eyes seemed to mirror the cold brilliance of her smile.


‘Why, Uncle Warrener is so convinced of my husband’s worthiness in financial matters that he has instructed his lawyers to draw up a new will, making me his sole heir. Is that not generous of him? But perhaps, Kit, now that you have returned, you will make your peace with your papa and the inheritance will revert to you.’


‘Peace? Ha!’ His voice was as controlled and smooth as hers. ‘There is no chance of that, cousin. His door remains barred to me and I have no wish to force it open. I doubt he knows that I am back in the country. And if he did, he would not care. If you are wondering how I learned of your marriage, it was through our Devonshire friends. I was fortunate enough to be offered the opportunity of travelling north, to Buxton, on a private commission for an acquaintance. It would have been discourteous to pass so close to Crossbank without making an effort to call upon you to present my . . . felicitations upon your marriage.’


‘So that we might have another event to celebrate besides a marriage and a birthday? How very gratifying. For they say that happenings – good or bad – go in threes, do they not? Though, of course, we have yet to discover if your return is a good thing or a bad. Ida’s birthday, my marriage . . . well, of course, they can be nothing but most heartening events, can they not?’ A small, smiling pause, then she lifted her slender white arm to encompass with a gesture the rest of the table. ‘But it is most impolite of us to be discussing these private family matters when we have other guests . . . We were speaking of Devonshire earlier, my dear. You said you were from Ashburton. Is it a pleasant town?’


I was so caught up in the little drama, by the hidden emotions that both linked and separated Mrs Loveridge and her cousin, emotions that I sensed swirling underneath their words like violent currents under the calm surface of a river, that it was a second or two before I realised Mrs Loveridge was addressing me. I jumped, instantly plunging back into reality from some place where I had been the absorbed observer of an event that seemed to hold some mysterious significance for me. Though for the life of me I could not think what on earth it was. In my confusion I spoke without thinking.


‘Very likely, ma’am. I was only there a few times.’


‘But were you not born in Ashburton?’


‘No, ma’am. A . . . a very small village a few miles off.’


‘And what was its name?’


‘I . . . I was only little, ma’am, when I was there and I don’t rightly remember. We . . . travelled about.’ The lies slid uncomfortably from my tongue. Her gaze was too acute. I stared down at my plate, not wishing to meet her eyes.


‘I see. But what of your family?’


‘I was orphaned, ma’am,’ I muttered.


‘How sad for you. I too know the pain of losing dear parents. Do you have no brothers and sisters? Or grandparents?’


‘None.’


‘And what was your father’s trade when he was alive?’


I shrugged and was mercifully saved from further interrogation by Ida Loveridge suddenly pointing her finger at Tom and crying indignantly, ‘That boy! He is stuffing his pockets with food! And you, girl! What is that bulging out of your sleeve? Why, I believe it is shortbread biscuits!’


An appalled stillness fell over the apprentices. Miss Groom gave a gasp of horror. ‘Such behaviour! And I warned you . . .’


‘And what use is warning such creatures? How could they ever hope to understand? They are as ignorant as pigs!’


‘Ida! That is enough!’


But her step-daughter, more sure of her ground now and out for revenge for her earlier humiliation, said defiantly, ‘It is as Papa told you. It is optimistic to suppose that any of them could possibly benefit from mixing in civilised company.’


‘Nonsense! I will not have you parroting such prejudices.’


‘All you have done, Step-mama, is to invite thieves to our table! Papa will be appalled! I insist you make them empty their pockets.’


‘I shall do no such thing.’


Ida Loveridge tossed her curls. ‘It would not surprise me in the least if they had not put away a few silver spoons and knives along with the shortbread.’


‘No, miss, no,’ Alice whimpered, her cheeks draining of colour. She shook the biscuits from her sleeve. ‘It were just to share wi’ the others later. Them as didn’t come. We’d not take owt else. Honest.’


Impulsively, both frightened for her and fearful for the consequences, I turned and reached out my hand to take hers, meaning to offer what little comfort I could.


It was my undoing. My elbow caught my teacup, sending it spinning across the width of the table to spill its contents across the pristine cloth and shower warm liquid into Miss Ida Loveridge’s lap.


With a shriek she jumped to her feet. ‘My dress! It is ruined! You . . . you stupid guttersnipe! And look at the mess on the table!’ She was near hopping with temper. ‘You see! You see! This is what happens when ignorant common people mix with their betters. They have no business here! They have no decency, no manners, no more intelligence than savages. Oh, I should never have been made to sit to table with such . . . such clumsy, thieving scum!’


The anger came up in my head like a red, roaring fire. I could no longer contain it. I had struggled so hard to keep it banked down through all the hurts and repressions and degradations of the last four years, but Ida Loveridge’s words were flaming faggots thrust into the heart of coals that had been kept smothered too long. I was on my feet, facing her across the table, the words shouted out in a blaze of pain and rage. ‘How dare you speak of us so!’


Since I had been at Crossbank I had fallen into the rough speech of the other apprentices as I had once easily slipped into the Devonshire dialect when I was playing with Jed, though I would no more dare to speak so in Aunt Hettie’s presence than I would sit with my elbows on the dining table or slump in a chair instead of sitting upright or be anything other than polite in my manner, even to the lowliest bootboy or scullery maid.


‘We Brehaults may no longer have money, Miranda,’ Aunt Hettie had said, ‘but we must not forget our heritage. It behoves us to keep up standards against the time when your papa returns with his fortune made and we may live again in the style I knew in my own youth.’


Papa had never returned and Aunt Hettie had died from a melancholy brought on by her dashed hopes, but all the pride in our ancestry that she had instilled in me since I was able to understand (even conceding that my mother had added a certain interesting and exotic twig to our family tree, though Eastern aristocracy where princes were two a penny scarcely ranked on a par with a line that could claim descent on the distaff side from the House of Wessex) now came to my aid.
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