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Suddenly it was all too much for her – the tall thin body, the gaunt face, the mind that refused to be quiet and the temper that flared out of control sometimes and made enemies for her. Why had she been born like this?

Overwhelmed with shame and anguish, Rachel buried her face in a tussock of springy moorland grass and began to weep harshly. Bill Withers! If her father had to buy her a husband, he should look for a better bargain than that! Buy her a husband! Oh, dear Lord, the shame of it . . .


To my grandfather, Fred Wild, who was also ‘like no other’. He taught me to read and to make books well before I went to school, looked the other way when I stole pea-pods at his allotment, and was both creative and eccentric – two of my own traits! I wish very much that he’d lived long enough to read my novels.


Part One


CHAPTER ONE

1753

Bored by the wench’s halting attempts at conversation, Bill decided it was time to get some return for the tedious half-hour he had just spent listening to her talk as they walked up towards Whin Ridge. She had some right barmy ideas, this one did. But she also had a father with a bit of money in his pot, so Bill had been pretending an interest in what she was saying. Well, you had to court ’em a bit, didn’t you?

‘Let’s stop an’ catch us breath,’ he growled, chucking his coat down on a grassy patch. ‘It’s a steep climb, yon.’

‘Yes, but worth it for the view. Just look at that sky.’

He sighed and wished she’d shut up. He’d have to listen to her maundering on and stare at her plain face every day once they were wed, but not now! Now was for other things. At least there was some pleasure to be had in walking out, even if the lass was taller than you. There was little joy in marriage, as far as he could see, but now that his mam had died, he had to get someone to look after the house and spin the wool into thread for him to weave, and it might as well be this one, whose father was his good friend.

‘That’s enough o’ talkin’,’ he growled, and reached out to pull her down with him on the grass, where her height wouldn’t matter. With the ease of long practice, he thrust one hand down the front of her bodice and forced his knee between her legs – as well as he could, with the long skirt and petticoats she was wearing.

She didn’t scream as any other wench would have done, she just yelled, ‘Leave go of me!’ and tried to shove him away.

‘Ah, you’ll like it,’ he said, willing to woo her a little more.

She didn’t give him the chance to prove this. A ringing slap on his ear was followed by a series of punches to any part of his body within reach, delivered by a hand as hard and muscular as most men’s. Yelling, he rolled off her and scrambled to his feet.

She rolled in the opposite direction and jumped up facing him. ‘If you try to touch me again, I’ll make you sorry!’ she panted, face flushed. When he made no further move, she began to set her clothing in order.

He tugged his breeches straight, keeping a wary eye on her. They all knew she had a hot temper. ‘Damn you, woman! Why did you lead me on like this if you didn’t want a bit of a fondle?’

She paused to gape at him. ‘Lead you on? How have I been doing that?’

‘You agreed to come out walking with me, didn’t you? What else did you think I meant by it?’

She glared at him, struggling to keep the tears back now.

He spat on the ground at her feet. ‘Well, you can keep your precious body all to yourself from now on, Rachel Bloody Smedling. I’d as soon bed a viper as you. Sooner!’ And so he’d tell her father next time they met, friend or no friend.

‘Hah! Think I’d waste myself on a stunted weasel like you!’ she flung back at him, trying to set her hair to rights by feel. ‘I wasn’t leadin’ you on, an’ well you know it, Bill Withers! When you asked me to come out for a walk, I told you straight there’d be no messin’ around. I couldn’t have said it plainer.’

‘Aw, that’s what all the lasses say when they’re in the village, but they change their minds quick enough once you get ’em out o’ sight o’ their mothers.’

She bit back further words. What was the use in arguing? She’d been surprised when he asked her to go walking, for no other fellow ever had, but he’d been so nice about it she’d thought that once, just once, someone liked her well enough to find out if they got on comfortably together. But all he’d wanted was her body and – she scowled as she worked it out – someone to look after his house now that his mam had died. She should have realised that sooner, but she’d been so happy to have a fellow interested in her, like the other lasses. Well, she wouldn’t fool herself again, indeed she wouldn’t.

He snatched up his fustian jacket and began to drag it on, frustration making him want to hurt her. Stunted weasel, was he? He’d make her sorry she’d called him that, by hell he would! ‘You should think yoursen lucky anyone’s botherin’ to take an interest. I haven’t seen no one else askin’ you to walk out with them.’ He bent again to retrieve his hat and stick, winced at his sore cheek and added spitefully, ‘Proper old broomstick, you are! Grateful to me, that’s what you should be, grateful!’

She felt sick with anger, as much with herself as with him. ‘Grateful!’ she mimicked, with the biting sarcasm for which she was famous. ‘Grateful! To have an animal like you pawing at me.’ She forced a laugh and tossed her head so that some of the soft, straight hair fell in front of her eyes and hid the tears still welling there. ‘Well, I’m not grateful! I’m sickened by your slobberings. What’s more, a hog’d not only have better manners than you, it’d smell nicer, too.’

Breath hissed into his mouth as he jammed the shapeless felt hat down on his greasy black hair. ‘Well, there’s other wenches as aren’t sickened. Plenty of ’em.’

‘Go an’ slobber over them, then!’

He’d been a rough bullying sort of boy, she remembered suddenly, from the days when she’d been free to play out a bit with the other children. And he clearly hadn’t changed much since.

‘I will go an’ find mesen a prettier bit of skirt, that’s for sure,’ he growled. ‘Don’t think I ever fancied you, you old horse-face! ’Twas the dowry I were after. An’ someone to take Mam’s place. A man can’t see what’s in bed with him in the dark, but a good dowry goes a long way in the daylight, an’ so does a steady hand with the spinning wheel.’ He swished his stick at her, making her jerk backwards, then turned to leave.

‘What?’ The word was a gasp of air as his meaning sank in. She caught up with him in two leaps, barring his way with a ferocious look on her face. ‘What d’you mean – dowry?’

He took a step backwards. He had no mind to provoke her further, not with that expression on her face. ‘I meant nothin’, nothin’ at all. It were just words.’

‘’Tweren’t just words, neither, Bill Withers. What did you mean by it?’ Her voice was quieter now, but the fury flashing in her eyes and throbbing behind her words made him feel nervous. She was too strong for a woman, this one was. He preferred them soft and manageable.

‘It were nothin’, I tell you. Just a way o’ speakin’, like.’ He kept a wary eye on her hands, which were curled into two very unfeminine fists, and tried to edge round her.

One of those hands shot out and before he could take a second step, Rachel had seized his stick. After a very brief tussle, she wrenched it away from him and used all the strength she could muster to send it whistling through the air, tumbling end over end as it bounced down the hillside.

He watched it open-mouthed, then edged back from her.

‘I reckon I’m a match for you, Bill Withers,’ she said, determination in every line of her body, ‘so if you don’t tell me what you mean by a dowry, you’ll have to fight your way back to Upper Clough.’

‘Well, then,’ Bill’s words came out in a rush, anger at being bested by a woman making him lash back at her in the only way he dared, ‘it’s your father as has talked about a dowry. He’s offered five guineas to anyone as’ll marry you an’ take you off his hands. I could use the money, yes, an’ a wife to spin for me, but I’ve changed my mind about havin’ you! I’ll find mysen a softer armful to warm my bed, by hell I will! You hardly even look like a woman! Proper old beanstick, you are! No, a maypole. They should tie ribbons round your neck an’ save themselves the cost of that new pole they’re talkin’ about setting up.’ He grinned at his own wit, then scowled again as she made no response, just continued to stare at him, grey eyes narrowed like a cat’s. ‘So you can keep that precious body of yours untouched, an’ I’ll look for a likelier lass.’

She moved out of his way then and flourished one hand in a gesture to him to leave, for she could not have spoken a single word. Sick humiliation sat in a cold lump behind her anger and she stood motionless, arms folded across her breast, as she watched him hurry down the path towards the village. A couple of times she saw him glance over his shoulder as if he was afraid of her following him, but she didn’t move, couldn’t, for very shame. It was all she could do to hold her head up and keep her back straight.

Only when he was out of sight did she allow her shoulders to sag. ‘Oh, how could he?’ she whispered, thinking of the shame her father had put upon her. Knowing him, she could guess he’d have made the offer in the Lower Clough alehouse for all to hear, because that’s where he spent most of his time. Most of his money, too, lately. Oh, she could kill him!

And then, suddenly, it was all too much for her – the tall thin body, the gaunt face, the mind that refused to be quiet and the temper that flared out of control sometimes and made enemies for her. Why had she been born like this? Why couldn’t she be soft and pretty like her cousin Nell? It would be a waste of time fussing over her appearance, whatever her mother and Nell said. When did she have time to primp, anyway?

And even if she did change how she looked, she would still be too tall and she wouldn’t think like the other girls, would she? Or behave like them, either. When the lasses of her age had started to walk out with lads and sit with the older women of an afternoon, spinning and gossiping, Rachel Smedling had been at home learning to weave, as the brother who’d died would have done. For some reason it had amused her father to teach her – and when she’d shown an aptitude, he’d kept her at it, for her work brought him more money than she would ever have saved him by spinning wool for him. She was as good a weaver as any of the men in the village, but it didn’t make her more popular – it only emphasised how different she was.

She moaned in her throat, misery trickling through her veins like slow, thick acid. What had she done to deserve this? She stood next to her father at her loom in the attic for as long as he did every day, longer since he’d taken to the drink. And when she wasn’t weaving, she had to help her poor ailing mam to keep the house clean or else labour on the family’s plot of land. It seemed sometimes that the work never ended. From early morning till she fell into bed, she was always behind with something.

Lately she had grown to hate him, whatever it said in the Bible about honouring your father and mother! And she knew he felt the same way about her. It had soured him when her poor little brother died and since then he spoke to her scornfully, mocking how she looked, not only at home, but publicly.

A grim smile sat briefly on her face. He didn’t try to hit her any more, though. Last time he’d slapped her, she’d told him straight she’d thump him back if he laid a finger on her again. When he’d raised his fist, she’d grabbed a piece of wood and clouted him with it. Hard.

Her mother had got so upset he’d backed down, saying Rachel wasn’t worth bothering about, and he hadn’t touched her since, but it had never occurred to her that he would try to get rid of her by bribing the men from the Weaver’s Arms to wed her.

She drew in a few deep breaths and tried to calm down, but the thoughts still twisted round and round in her skull. She could guess why he’d done it, of course. Last year she’d insisted on getting her share of the weaving money and had vowed she wouldn’t work at her loom if she didn’t get paid for it, though she had had to let the loom stand idle for five days to prove that. Then he’d given in, but with a sour grace. So now that he couldn’t steal all she earned, she supposed he didn’t see any use in her staying around.

And if it weren’t for her mam, she’d leave home this very day, oh, she surely would – and take her savings with her. He knew she had money put by, but he didn’t know where or how much, though he’d gone through her things once or twice looking for it, she could tell that. She was very careful nowadays when she added new coins to her store, making sure he was out at the alehouse before she dug up her little tin box.

Suddenly, it was all too much! Overwhelmed with shame and anguish, Rachel buried her face in a tussock of spring moorland grass and began to weep hoarsely. Bill Withers! If her father had to buy her a husband, he should look for a better bargain than that! Buy her a husband! Oh, dear Lord, the shame of it!

A few days before Rachel went for her walk, Maggie Kellett sat down in her sister-in-law’s comfortable kitchen in Hepstone, in the big farmhouse where she had grown up and lived till she got married. ‘Oh, Bella, if only Justin could have got somewhere closer to home. I’m going to miss you so.’

Bella sighed. Maggie’s shoulders were drooping, her blonde hair was in tangles and her eyes were red-rimmed. The younger woman was a weak reed and it would be a relief not to have her living nearby, sending little Peg running to her aunt for help at every small crisis. ‘You’ll be fine once you get settled in,’ she said bracingly. ‘Mr Armstrong told your Justin the house in Upper Clough has three bedrooms and a proper parlour. Think how much better that’ll be than the cottage you’ve got here, with only the open loft for the children to sleep in. And,’ she looked suggestively at the other woman’s swelling stomach, ‘you’re going to need more sleeping space once you’ve had the child.’

Maggie cradled her belly, but her face didn’t brighten. ‘I was later on than this when I lost the last one.’

‘Well, you had two fine little girls before that, didn’t you?’

‘And lost two others. And I still haven’t given Justin the son he wants.’

Bella ran out of patience. ‘For heaven’s sake, stop complaining, Maggie! Once the move is over, you’ll be much happier in Upper Clough. You know you will.’ She ignored the gulp and the trembling lips. ‘Now, have you got everything ready for my Ned and Caleb Hesketh to load on the big cart tomorrow?’

‘Everything except Justin’s books and writing things. He wouldn’t let me pack them till today because he was working on a sermon. You know what he’s like, always reading in the evening. I can hardly get a word out of him sometimes.’

Bella wasn’t getting into that argument again. ‘Then you’d better go home and start packing the rest, hadn’t you?’

Once she got home, Maggie began to tie the books into bundles. ‘Justin thinks more of these than he does of me,’ she muttered and brushed away another tear. She didn’t want to leave Hepstone. The village might be small, but she had grown up there and her only remaining family lived just outside the village. Justin should have been offered the living here, for he’d been curate for eight years, but he wasn’t the sort of man to talk softly to anyone, even his patron, especially when he saw an injustice or a better way of doing something. Eight years of living in a cramped cottage had made her feel very bitter. Well, who wouldn’t be, in the circumstances? She’d come down in the world, she definitely had.

Her brother Ned was lucky. Men always had the best of everything. He’d inherited South Lea Farm from their father while Maggie had got nothing except some money, a few bits and pieces of furniture and her mother’s silver locket. And of course her husband had immediately taken charge of the money, so she hadn’t had the pleasure of spending it.

Why, even Caleb Hesketh, a distant cousin of Justin’s, had a small farm of his own beyond the village, and he was bastard born. She sometimes thought she should have set her cap at him instead of Justin – except that Caleb was so big and stern he always made her feel a little nervous. And Black Top Farm, where he lived, lay right out on the edge of the moors, a bleak place where the wind whistled like a pack of demons in winter. She’d not fancy living there, nor enjoy living with his mother. Joanna Hesketh was a sharp-tongued woman and had nowhere else to go if her son married.

But her Justin was such a fine-looking young man that she’d been in a daze of love almost from the moment he came to the village as curate. He was still handsome; it was she who looked and felt worn out. She sat down on the edge of the bed and was tempted into lying down for a rest. Her back was aching again and she had craved sleep all the time she had been carrying this child.

Feeling guilty for her sharpness, Bella came round at dusk to help and found her still in bed, the books lying scattered on the floor, the little girls’ needs forgotten. Eh, Maggie lass, Bella thought sadly, looking down on the sleeping woman, I don’t know how you’ll go on without me.

Justin returned home and frowned to see no evening meal ready and the packing still not finished.

‘She’s not carrying this baby easily,’ Bella offered by way of an excuse.

‘She never does. Thanks for your help, Bella, and for having the three of them to stay with you tomorrow.’ He stifled his annoyance and went to shake Maggie awake. ‘Time to get us all something to eat, love.’

As his wife yawned and took her time about getting up, he picked up the last few books and tied them together. He had finished his final round of farewells and duties as curate now, and was more than ready to leave Hepstone.

Only when little Peg came to try and help him did his expression lighten. But a shriek of dismay from the kitchen made the frown return to his face again, as he went to sort out his wife’s latest domestic crisis. Perhaps she would cope better in a larger house. Or perhaps she wouldn’t. Perhaps . . . he shook his head and banished such thoughts. She was his wife and whatever her faults, he owed her respect and love.


CHAPTER TWO

For a while longer Rachel sat there on the damp grass, her body hunched over and her arms crossed round her middle to contain the pain. But the beautiful vista gradually had its usual calming effect. The wide arch of the sky, the rolling moorland and the greenish-brown curves of Whin Ridge always made her feel better and she wished she could get up here more often.

Well, she decided eventually, being shamed doesn’t kill you. I shan’t heed ’em, whatever they say. I shall just go about my business as usual. But when Mam dies, she blinked away another tear at that thought, I’ll leave him. I will that. I’ll find mysen a little cottage and set up on my own as a weaver, take in a child from the foundling home to keep me company and help me with the spinning, maybe. It was a much cherished dream, for the last thing she wanted was to leave the valley and moors she loved.

With those thoughts she stood up and brushed the grass and seeds from her skirts. She didn’t follow Bill Withers down into the village but turned on to the sheep trail that led up towards the tops. Whin Ridge was her favourite place in the summer, the only place where she could get some precious privacy during the few hours of leisure she stole when things got her down.

No wonder she was so thin, she thought, looking down at her bony right arm. She worked too hard. She knew it, but could change nothing. If she didn’t plant and look after the oats, potatoes and vegetables, no one else would. Then she and her mother would go hungry, for if there was any doing without, it was never him that went short. It was all she could do lately to make him pay for the spun woollen thread they bought in for their weaving and give her enough money for his food.

She went swiftly up the hill with her long strides, skirts and petticoats hitched up. Once she paused to take a few gulps of clear, sweet water and wash her face in a tiny stream only a foot wide that trickled silently across the land. There were runlets everywhere, and they all built up into the River Whin, lifeblood of the valley named after it. As she walked, she breathed in deeply. Ah, but the air always smelled so fresh and tangy up here!

When she came to Whin Ridge itself, the going was harder and she paused for a rest. It was the highest point of land around and patches of bare rock jutted up here and there along its length, as if it had stood up and stretched during the night, shaking off some of the grass that clung to its flanks. She sometimes thought it looked like a gigantic hound when seen from below, crouching on the top of the hill, ready to pounce on the unwary traveller.

As she stood there, she saw a man come into sight striding across the tops from the east, and for a moment she hesitated, wondering whether to hide till he had passed. You had to be careful sometimes with tramping folk who could get desperate enough to steal the clothes off your back. But this fellow looked decent enough. In fact, when he drew closer, she decided he looked far too prosperous to be on the tramp. What was he doing, then, walking over the moors with a bundle on his back? Intrigued, she continued to watch him.

He was dark-haired, with a friendly expression on a face glowing with exertion and fresh air, and was wearing a plain suit of good black cloth, with sensible woollen stockings covering his legs below the knee breeches. His sturdy leather shoes were dirty, their buckles dull with dust, and one shoe was scraped across the toe, as if he’d stumbled on rocky ground. Since it was a warm day, he’d taken the jacket off and tied it to the pack on his back, and he was not wearing a hat. His waistcoat was full-skirted, as the gentry wore them, and showed a decent linen shirt below it, but somehow he didn’t look like gentry, well not exactly. Who was he and what was he doing up here?

When he caught sight of the woman in the distance, Justin thought at first what a pretty colour of hair she had, honey-coloured with golden highlights from the sun. She had nice rosy cheeks, too. But as he drew closer, he realised it was only an illusion of prettiness, for she was gaunt and careworn, with unhappiness in the droop of her lips and anger in the fierceness of her eyes. She was tall for a woman, too, almost as tall as he was.

‘Fine day,’ he said, pausing a few paces away and taking out a handkerchief to wipe his forehead.

‘Aye.’

He nodded towards the valley below them. ‘Would that first village be Upper Clough?’

‘It would.’ She pointed. ‘An’ beyond it, Lower Clough, an’ that’s Setherby Bridge at the lower end of the valley, with the great house at Cleving Park on the lower slopes there. Were you seeking someone?’

He shook his head. ‘No. I’m the new curate at Upper Clough and I’m looking for my church and house. Justin Kellett, at your service.’ He sketched a bow.

She bobbed her head in acknowledgement. ‘Rachel Smedling. I live just across the green from you. So what are you doing tramping over the moors, then, Mr Kellett? Folk like you usually come here on horseback.’

‘I wanted to see what the countryside was like round here before I settled down.’ He stared up at the sky. ‘And the Lord always seems much closer up here on the tops.’ Besides which, he had desperately needed a day away from Maggie, just one day – not too much to ask, surely.

She nodded. ‘Yes, I know what you mean. Whin Ridge is the most peaceful place I know.’

‘I set off early this morning on foot from Hepstone.’ And Maggie had complained about that all over again when he woke her to say goodbye! ‘My cousin Caleb is to bring my wife and children over to join me tomorrow in his big cart with our furniture, then I’ll settle down to work.’

‘You have children, then?’

He could not help smiling at the thought of them. ‘Oh, yes. Two little lasses, and another baby on the way. Peg’s five and Lizbet’s three. My Maggie has her hands full with them, I can tell you. I intend to sleep here tonight and be there to greet them when they arrive.’

‘How can you sleep there without furniture or blankets?’

He grinned. ‘Oh, I’ll manage, never fear. I can maybe lie in a pew inside the church, to be out of the draughts. I have a thick cloak here,’ he indicated a roll of material lying under his coat on the top of the pack, ‘and I dare say I can buy a bite to eat from someone in the village.’

‘My mother can lend you some blankets, if you like. We’ve plenty to spare.’

‘I couldn’t trouble you.’

She shrugged. ‘Where’s the trouble? ’Tis no effort to bring some bedding across to the church when I get back, and a pillow, too, if you like. Finest goose feathers. I cleaned them and made the pillows myself.’

‘That’s very kind. Thank you.’ Then he turned again to stare into the valley. ‘The three villages look pretty from here, almost as if they’re tied together by those grey stone walls running down the hills.’

‘Not always as pretty when you’re down below, though.’

Her voice was full of bitterness. He glanced sideways at her. Poor lass. She looked hard done to, somehow, and had obviously been weeping. Well, he would no doubt find out more about her once he’d settled in.

‘I must be going now.’ He was suddenly eager to see his new home and church. ‘I’m happy to have met you, Rachel. Thank you again for your offer of blankets.’

‘I’ll bring them round later. And something to eat as well.’

As he walked away, he glanced back over his shoulder. The lass had a nice smile and a direct way of looking at you, and from her clothing she came of decent folk. His Maggie could do with a friend in the village.

It’d seem funny living here. It wasn’t all that many miles away from Hepstone if you had a horse – which he didn’t – but it seemed a lot further on foot and the folk from the two valleys rarely came into contact. Why, he didn’t know a soul over here, while in Hepstone, the Kelletts, Heskeths and Garstons had known one another for several generations, and married one another sometimes, too. Then there were the Armstrongs nearby in Todmorden. He came from one of the poorer branches of that family and when Nathaniel Armstrong had inherited Cleving Park from his uncle, he had almost immediately offered the vacant curate’s position to his distant relative.

One day, of course, Justin hoped to get a living of his own, then he and Maggie would settle somewhere for good. It had been a hard path for him, a mere farmer’s son, to get where he was, but now that he was to assist the old parson here in Whin Vale, surely things would improve.

Rachel watched him walk away, then climbed a little further before sitting down on her favourite rock near the summit, her arms loosely clasped round her knees. She gazed down at the long, narrow Pennine valley where she had lived all her life. From here, the hamlets seemed as small as the wooden toys her cousin Nell’s children played with. From here, her troubles always seemed smaller, too.

‘How could my father do it?’ she repeated, but sadly now, the anger used up by the stiff climb to the ridge.

Later, when she realised the sun was starting to dip towards the horizon and the air had a damp feel to it, she got up with a sigh to begin the hour’s walk down into Upper Clough.

Life went on, she thought grimly, as she approached the village. It just went on regardless and you had to go with it wherever it led, putting up with whatever it brought you. Only when you died did the pain stop, and perhaps not even then.

Further down the valley at Cleving Park, Nathaniel Armstrong sat in the library and looked round in satisfaction. He could not have been happier at how things had turned out. He had expected the estate to go to his elder brother, who was Reuben Armstrong’s godson. But the will had said plainly that John would have more than enough with the family’s Todmorden properties, so Cleving was to pass to the next living nephew. Which meant him, Nathaniel. For his father had four surviving sons and Uncle Reuben had none.

‘You’ll have to get wed now, son,’ his mother had said immediately she heard the news. Not, ‘I’m happy for you!’ or even, ‘How kind of your uncle to think of you.’ No, just, ‘You’ll have to get wed now.’

She’d been on at him to do that for years, urging him to find a wife with a decent dowry, but at thirty he still had no desire to marry, though he supposed he’d have to give the matter some consideration later. A gentle wife who kept a quiet house and could bear him a son or two might not be too bad, but he didn’t want a nagging wife like his mother, who was never satisfied with anything and whose voice rang out shrilly from dawn till dusk. But before he did anything, he wanted to savour his inheritance and get used to his new status as a landowner.

There was no need to rush into anything because his widowed aunt had agreed to stay on with him and manage the big house for the time being, been glad to, in fact. It was a condition of the will that he provide for her in comfort, and if he wished to house her away from Cleving, it was to be in a genteel residence suited to her station and well supplied with servants. Funny that Reuben had not left anything to her, but then his uncle had had little faith in women’s ability to manage money and property – and Nathaniel rather agreed with him on that.

He got up and went to look out of the window at the splendid view. Justin Kellett had said he’d tramp across the tops from Hepstone today. A stout fellow, Kellett, or he’d not have got the curacy, relative or not. Nathaniel had no time for clerics who spent their days buried in books and neglected their parish duties, as St John had been doing in this parish for the past decade or two. It was too late to change the old parson, who was seventy if he was a day, but Nathaniel would take care about choosing a new one. Justin Kellett would have to prove himself worthy if he wanted to win the living when St John died.

In fact, Nathaniel decided, leaning back and stretching luxuriously, he meant to take an interest in all that happened in the three villages in Whin Vale, much of which belonged to the estate. He intended to be master here in more than just name. His uncle had let things slide in recent years, but Nathaniel did not crave parties and soirées, and he intended to set his hand firmly on the reins – as the land agent, Tam Barker, would find out, for a start. The fellow had not impressed Nathaniel at all, but it was only fair that he be given a chance to prove himself. After all, an idle master made for an idle man. And the villagers would find out too, especially the less thrifty among them. A landowner had many obligations and Nathaniel didn’t intend to neglect any of them.

That same afternoon, Caleb Hesketh went across to South Lea Farm to finish loading the big dray and check that Maggie and the girls would be ready on time in the morning. He peered through the kitchen window and saw her weeping on her sister-in-law’s shoulder, with Bella looking frazzled.

The two little girls were sitting together in a corner, with five-year-old Peg cuddling three-year-old Lizbet. Peg was a little mother to her sister already and knew to keep out of her mother’s way when she was in one of her moods. He heard a sound from the barn and went to investigate. Ned Garston was in there, tying some stained canvas over the loaded cart. Caleb went to help him.

‘How are things going, then?’ he asked.

‘My dear sister hasn’t stopped weeping all day. I don’t envy you the journey over to Upper Clough with her tomorrow, lad.’

Caleb sighed, forbore to comment and when the canvas was firmly tied in place, he and Ned went into the house.

‘Hello, Bella, Maggie,’ said Caleb. ‘I came over to check that everything’s all right for tomorrow.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll make sure it is,’ Bella replied, with a definite grimness of tone.

‘I’ll be over before dawn, then. I want to make an early start.’

‘It’d have been better for you to sleep here, as I offered.’ Bella patted Maggie’s back absent-mindedly, as she would have done to a child.

‘I don’t like to leave my mother alone in the house at night, and I’ll be gone tomorrow night as well.’

‘You’re a good son to her,’ Ned said.

‘Well, she’s been a good mother to me.’

As he walked home, Caleb reflected that Joanna had indeed been a good mother to him, whatever some folk said about her sharp ways. Well, she’d had to be forceful to make a living. Her own family had disowned her completely. Justin Kellett was the only relative who had acknowledged him at all, and that had come much later when they were both lads. He was only a distant cousin of the Kelletts and often thought how wonderful it must be to have a close family – brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles. When he grew older, his mother had told him something of her struggle to make the Singleton family do something for the bastard son, who was the only child Isaac Singleton had left behind him when he died suddenly of a fever. They hadn’t provided generously, just gifted a small piece of land and a tumbledown cottage to the child, and nothing to her.

He remembered his grandparents, the dour Beth, whom he greatly resembled physically and to whom he had never spoken. His grandfather, John, had been more kindly and on their occasional encounters at the Rochdale markets had always stopped to chat and advise the growing lad about improving the small piece of land. Good advice the old man had given, too. And once he had slipped Caleb some money to pay for drainage and buy a nearby field that was for sale.

His mother had been huffy and said he should have given it back, out of sheer pride, because they could manage without charity, thank you. But he’d sensed somehow that this money was his legacy from John, the final recognition of him as a grandson. And sure enough, the old man had died soon after.

Caleb and his mother had not been invited to the funeral, though he had gone anyway, to stand on his own at the back of the church, ignoring the whispers, then to hover behind the other mourners at the graveside, determined to pay his respects. That had won him some black looks from the younger Singletons but a grudging nod from his grandmother.

If it hadn’t been for Joanna’s spinning and the vegetables she grew, he did not know how she would have managed. But he had never gone hungry. Not once. Many of his childhood memories were of her spinning – the big wheel turning on and on, every minute she could spare devoted to it, though she would chat to him as she worked. Soft hands she had from the grease in the sheep’s wool, and she was a noted spinster. Nowadays, there was not only a steady demand from a clothier in Rochdale for the fine, even woollen thread she produced, but that thread came from their own fleeces. They had enough sheep now to put spinning out to some of the other women in Hepstone and then Caleb took the finished yarn to the clothier, who was paying the more skilful weavers to produce the new lightweight cloth with a napped surface that they were starting to call ‘Rochdale flannel’. Good warm cloth it was, too, and you could be proud of your part in producing it.

He had grown up expecting to work hard and had developed a man’s frame by the age of fourteen. Over the past ten years he had used his size and strength to develop the smallholding and build some more rooms on to the tiny two-room cottage, with stone he picked up on the moors and dressed himself, though he’d had to buy in the roof slates. He had worked for other men to earn extra pence, living mainly off his mother’s earnings and the food they grew themselves, and saving his money to buy more land. Well, now he had enough fields to feed a small flock of sheep, for he had laboured doggedly over the years to dig the ditches and do whatever drainage work was necessary to make the poor marshy fields more productive.

He smiled, remembering how he had been scorned at first by other farmers for wasting his time and money learning such stuff from books. ‘That land’s allus been poor and allus will be,’ they’d told him over and over, as if it was set in stone like one of the Ten Commandments. ‘No book’s going to change that.’

But once drained, his land had begun to increase its yield. The sheep dung from his flock had improved it still further, and he’d paid village lads a penny a time for buckets of horse dung, not caring whether they’d stolen it or acquired it legally, so long as it enriched his land.

Young as he was, still only twenty-two, he had won grudging respect for his efforts. When he heard older farmers comment, ‘He’s a hard worker, that ’un,’ his heart swelled with pride. And because he and his mother shared a passion for reading, he had read also of men who were improving their breeds of sheep, so he was trying to do the same himself. At tupping time he had separated those sheep which produced better fleeces from the others and not let them mate indiscriminately. Last year he had found the money to buy in a couple of new rams from a like-minded farmer over Rochdale way to improve the flock still further. That had started the tongues wagging again. ‘He’s gone mad ovver them sheep, young Caleb has.’ ‘Eh, was there ever a chap like yon?’

But he had not gone mad. The new lambs seemed bigger to him, as well as having longer threads of wool, much better for spinning. And he was not done yet, oh, no. No one knew he had an agreement with James Trotter to buy their small farm when old Jed Trotter passed away, for James had no desire to stay in Hepstone and spoke longingly of going to work in a town where there was more to see and do. Once he had that land, Caleb would be able to increase his flocks still further and hire men to work for him all the year round – though he’d have to build a cottage or two for them in order to do that.

So, for all his mother’s hints, he had not married, not even considered it yet. He was not going to let anything stop him making a respected place for himself in the community. And he had only to see foolish Maggie Kellett to know he was doing the right thing. If he couldn’t find a sensible woman to work hard by his side, he simply wouldn’t get wed at all.

When Rachel got home from her walk, she found her mother sleeping and the kitchen in a mess where he had sawed at the hunk of cheese she’d bought for tea. He’d taken a full half of it and left the rest uncovered to get dry and stale. The door of the bread cupboard was swinging open again so that flies could get into it. She clicked her tongue in exasperation, took out two pieces of oat bread, then closed it firmly. Inside were stored several weeks’ supply of flat clap bread, which she’d made herself from oats bought from a neighbouring farmer. Sometimes, for a treat, they ate wheaten bread, which she bought from the baker in Setherby, but like everyone else round here, they ate oat bread most of the time.

‘Just like him!’ she muttered as she set the kitchen to rights and went to draw a jug of small ale from the barrel for herself and her mother. ‘He’s a greedy, slummocky pig, he is.’ She knew where her father would be now – drinking strong ale in the Weaver’s Arms in Lower Clough. He went there most evenings as soon as the light failed, sometimes even before that, and usually came home fuddled.

She swung the kettle over the fire to give them some warm water to wash in, then tiptoed upstairs. ‘Ah, you’re awake, Mam. Shall I bring you up something to eat and drink? Father’s gone out, so you’ve no need to come down.’

‘Nay, I’ll get up now and sit with you.’

But it worried Rachel that her mother’s face was white and pinched, and that she sat down at the table like a woman who’d done a hard day’s work, not one who’d just had a long sleep. The lump in her mother’s breast was large now, and smaller lumps were appearing on her body here and there, while the rest of her seemed to be wasting away. They’d even gone to see the doctor down in Setherby, with Rachel paying, of course, for he wouldn’t. The doctor had made a cursory examination, then talked about ‘the Lord’s will’, before admitting there was nothing anyone could do to help Mrs Smedling. It seemed very unfair that God should inflict such suffering on a good woman like her mother, and so Rachel had told him.

After they had eaten, Rachel went to sort out some blankets for the curate and tied a piece of bread and the last of the cheese in a cloth as well. He’d be used to eating wheaten bread all the time, no doubt, but he didn’t look the sort of man to scorn her offering. As she worked, she told her mother about the meeting on the tops, speculating about what the new curate’s wife would be like. Youngish, if she had small children, but would Mrs Kellett think herself above the other village women? Well, she was above them, of course she was, but with some people that didn’t matter, while others made a big thing of their superiority.

Old Mr Armstrong had been friendly with everyone, rich or poor, but as he grew older, he got out and about less. His agent, Tam Barker, now acted as if he was king of the valley. Rachel didn’t like Tam, but he was a friend of her father’s as well as being the man who collected their rent, so she could not take open exception to the scornful way he spoke to her.

It remained to be seen what the new Mr Armstrong would be like. She’d seen him once in Setherby on market day and he looked to be full of his own importance. He was youngish, a stout sort of man, with brown hair and a square, pale face. Not married, the servants said, and fussy. Wanted things doing just so.

Her mother’s voice jerked her out of her idle musing. ‘I thought you’d gone out walking with Bill Withers today, love. You should have brought him home for a sup of ale. It’s thirsty work climbing up those hills.’

Rachel hated to wipe away that hopeful expression but couldn’t lie to her mother. ‘I soon parted company with him. He – he wasn’t really interested in me. Father had offered to pay him five guineas to wed me, an’ he wanted to sample the goods first.’

‘Oh, no! Oh, surely not!’

Her mother looked so distressed Rachel wished she’d kept some of the information to herself. But it still hurt, festering inside her like a dirty cut, and she hadn’t been able to hold the hot words back. ‘Eh, don’t bother about that,’ she said gruffly. ‘I wouldn’t have taken up with Bill Withers anyway. He’s a nasty, spiteful sort of fellow an’ always has been.’ She gestured to the bundle on the table and changed the subject. ‘I’ll just walk over to Church Cottage and take these things to Mr Kellett, shall I? Then I’ll pop in to see Nell for half an hour, if you don’t need me.’

‘Aye, you do that. Eh, it’ll be good to have a curate here again and church services every week.’ Alice brightened up at the thought. She knew she hadn’t long for this world and it’d be a comfort to go to the tiny church each Sunday and listen to the Lord’s word again, a great comfort, for she had not been able to manage the walk down to the big church in Setherby for a while now.

She went slowly over to the door and stood there as dusk settled around her, watching her daughter stride across the village green and disappear into the church. Eh, the poor lass! It wasn’t fair of Walter to shame her like that. And yet you couldn’t blame him for being bitter, with his only son dead. But he had no need to take that out on Rachel. What had happened wasn’t her fault. The lad had died of a fever that had killed several children in the valley, and Alice had only ever borne two children, Rachel and poor Paul.

On that thought, she went back into the house. She’d been meaning to write the letter for a while now. She couldn’t go to her Maker with so much on her conscience. She’d talk to the new curate, then ask him to pass the letter on to Rachel after she was dead. It’d be safe with him. She didn’t want Walter finding it and destroying it out of sheer spite. Her daughter deserved to know the truth, should have been told before, really, but Walter had insisted not.

She was glad Rachel was strong-willed. The lass would need to have all her wits about her if she was to make something of her life with a father like that. It had been a bad mistake marrying Walter Smedling, though he’d not been nearly as selfish and bitter when they first wed. But what choice had she had? He had been the only one willing to take her, money or not.



CHAPTER THREE

Late the following afternoon, Rachel was walking back through the village from Nell’s when she saw a farm cart pulling slowly up the hill. It was piled high with furniture and the six horses drawing it looked weary.

Something about the man driving it caught her attention and she couldn’t help staring at him. He was very tall, you could see that even when he was sitting on the cart, with a hawk-like profile and eyes that burned darkly, as if he was angry at the world. Everyone else in the village was staring too, with folk standing openly at windows and doorways, because strangers were not common in this upper end of the valley where the road came to a dead end.

She suddenly realised who the driver must be – the cousin who was bringing the new curate’s furniture, of course! And that’d be Mrs Kellett sitting up beside him, a fair, fluffy woman, looking blurred somehow, as if there was nothing definite about her. Where were the children? Ah yes, one was sprawled behind the driving seat on top of the canvas cover staring around her, and the other was curled up asleep with her head in her mother’s lap. Rachel smiled. There was something very appealing about a sleeping child. She loved children and often played with Nell’s four, enjoying their honesty and their curious views of the world.

It was at that moment Caleb Hesketh first noticed her, a strong woman, from her looks, unlike this bleating fool beside him. The sunlight was gilding her hair and she was smiling tenderly, the smile lighting up her whole face. He ignored the other villagers, pulling to a halt nearby and hailing her simply because he wanted to speak to her. ‘Can you direct me to Church Cottage, please, mistress?’

She stepped forward, nodding. ‘’Tis the house beyond the church – you can just see the end of the garden wall there.’

Even as she spoke, Justin came striding towards them, calling, ‘Caleb! I had given up hope of you getting here today.’

Rachel did not miss the scowling glance Caleb shot at the woman beside him.

‘We had a later start than I’d have liked.’

Mrs Kellett pushed the child aside and held her arms out to her husband to be lifted down. ‘You didn’t say how hard a road it was, Justin. We’ve been near jolted to pieces and it’s taken all day to get here.’

Rachel was amazed at the whining tone of the greeting, but felt she should not be lingering here like an eavesdropper, so turned to leave.

‘Mistress Smedling!’

She turned back at Justin’s call.

‘Come and meet my Maggie.’ He bent over the short, fair-haired woman and said coaxingly, ‘Dearest, this is Rachel Smedling. She and her mother have been very kind to me, lending me some bedding for last night, and today they’ve brought us some griddle cakes to welcome us to our new home. ’Tis nice to have friendly neighbours, is it not?’

The smaller child woke up and began to call to her father to lift her down. The other lass didn’t wait to be helped, but started climbing down by herself, though it was a steep drop for a child of her size. Rachel saw trouble looming and rushed forward to catch her, bumping into the stranger, arms outstretched on the same mission.

She already had hold of the child, so Caleb simply held Rachel steady while she set the little girl on her feet.

‘I’m sorry!’ she said, confusion spreading through her at his touch. It felt so strange to look up at a man instead of down. How very tall he was! The tallest man she’d ever met.

‘That’s all right.’ Caleb let go of her and stepped backwards.

Rachel didn’t want to meet his piercing gaze, which seemed to see right into her soul, so she bent to straighten the little girl’s pinafore. ‘There you are, love.’ She could still feel his eyes boring into her, though, and still feel the impression of his hands holding her steady, too. Why was he staring like that? She could not stop the warmth rising in her cheeks. Then there was a tug on her skirt and she looked down, grateful for any diversion.

‘Is this Upper Clough? My mother said we’d never get here.’ The little girl was staring round her, bright-eyed. She was blonde like her mother, but she had her father’s intelligent eyes and open interest in the world.

‘You mustn’t speak so rudely to the lady, Peg!’ Maggie scolded from nearby.

Rachel turned with a smile. ‘Eh, she means no harm. She’s a bonny little lass.’

Beside her, Caleb nodded agreement, his eyes thoughtful now, but still fixed on her.

Rachel’s confusion grew. Did she have a dirty mark on her face? Was her hair slipping out of its pins already?

The two of them looked at one another, glanced away, then both turned back for another look at the same time.

Rachel was greatly relieved when Maggie Kellett broke the spell.

‘Yes, folk do tell me my daughters are pretty.’ She smiled down at the child, for she was very proud of her girls’ looks and loved to hear them praised.

Justin turned to Rachel. ‘I wonder, would you have time to take my wife and the children over to the cottage while I help Caleb with the cart?’

Rachel forgot the stranger, wishing now she had walked on, because interesting as it was to meet the newcomers first, she was already behind with the day’s work she had set herself.

‘Do you live in Upper Clough, Mistress Smedling?’ Maggie paused delicately to choose a path round a muddy patch, then paused again to assess the next stretch of ground.

Rachel, who never bothered about a bit of mud for she had good solid shoes on her feet, sighed for her companion’s slow progress and looked enviously at the dainty feet in their soft leather shoes with the silver buckles. ‘Aye. And have lived here all my life.’ She stole a glance down at her own feet and was suddenly unhappy with how large they looked.

‘And your husband? What does he do?’

‘I’m not wed. I live with my mother and father.’ She pointed across the green. ‘That’s our house.’

‘I see.’ Maggie stopped to take a good look, pleased that it was one of the larger houses in the village. She would not want to make friends with just anybody.

Caleb, who had been unashamedly eavesdropping, also turned to look at the house, then Justin asked him something and he forced himself to pay attention to his cousin.

Rachel pointed towards the left. ‘That’s Goody Bentley’s place. She’s a widow and sells bits and pieces of food and such to make herself a few pence. We don’t have a market or any proper shops here in Upper Clough, though there’s all you could need down in Setherby Bridge.’

‘That’s a long way down the hill,’ Maggie looked resentfully at her belly, ‘and I’m not in a state to do much walking at the moment.’

She didn’t seem of a mind to do much of anything, thought Rachel, and had to bite her tongue not to speak brusquely. Perhaps Mrs Kellett was just overtired today. Women at her advanced stage of pregnancy didn’t always feel well.

Then they were at the cottage and an astonished Rachel found Maggie waiting for her to lead the way inside, waiting for her to show off the rooms, waiting to be invited to go upstairs in her own house, instead of rushing round to explore as Rachel would have done.

‘It’s very nice,’ Maggie said at last, rubbing her back. ‘I do hope they bring my settle in soon, though. I’m too tired to stay on my feet.’

Rachel felt like shaking her, so drooping and spiritless did she seem, but there were the children to think of, poor little mites, looking lost and clinging to one another, so she found them each a scone to eat, then scolded herself for her impatience with the mother, who did indeed look white and exhausted.

When the men appeared at the kitchen door, it was Rachel who took the basket of provisions from Caleb Hesketh and found the tinderbox to light the fire. Then she sent a neighbour’s lad down the hill to buy a household barrel of small ale from the Weaver’s Arms, since the Kelletts had nothing but well water to drink. She found the kettle for herself among the bits and pieces, and set it ready near the fire, then strode across the green to fill the bucket from the village well, which was noted for its sweet, clear water. No need to filter this water through muslin, or leave it to settle for a day like the water in Setherby.

‘There,’ she said bracingly as she swung the kettle crane over the fire, ‘that’ll soon get hot.’

Her only answer was a sigh.

While they were waiting for the lad to trundle the barrel back on the alehouse’s handcart, Rachel went home and got a jug of small ale for them all, giving her mother details of what had happened so far, ending, ‘As if I haven’t enough to do!’

‘We must all help one another,’ Alice said, with one of her sweet smiles. ‘It doesn’t matter if you have to leave a few of your tasks here, love. It’ll be nice for you to have a friend.’

‘I’ve got a friend. My cousin Nell.’ Rachel picked up the jug of ale and made her way back across the green to Church Cottage, calling, ‘Would you like a drink?’ to the two men who were still carrying pieces of furniture into the house.

As they stood in the kitchen drinking, Caleb Hesketh moved over to stand beside Rachel. ‘You’re from Upper Clough, then?’ he asked as he gave her back the empty beaker.

‘Yes.’ What a serious expression he had. Nice dark hair, tied back in a queue and, from his clothes, not a poor man. He had a kind way with the little girls, too. Rachel liked that in him.

‘And your family? Are they from round here?’ he went on.

‘My father was born in Rochdale and my mother came from over Todmorden way. But they settled here when they married.’ Then she realised how time was passing, put her beaker down and turned to the curate. ‘I really must go now, Mr Kellett. My mother is not well and needs me to help her.’

‘Yes, of course. We thank you for your help, don’t we, Maggie?’

‘Oh, yes. I’m very grateful indeed.’ Maggie sighed and pressed one white hand against her brow. ‘I don’t know how I’m ever going to manage everything on my own, though.’

‘I dare say it’ll all get done in the end.’ Rachel moved purposefully towards the door.

Caleb smiled to see that she was not taken in by Maggie’s ploy of helplessness. How Justin bore with the woman and her foolishness so patiently, he could not understand! One day alone with her on the cart had nearly driven him mad.

One or two men from the village turned up then to offer their help in unloading the cart and Maggie pulled herself together to direct them where the furniture was to go; some of it was the old stuff that her parents had left, which had been stored by her brother until she got a larger house. She wept for joy to see it used again then started unpacking her cooking utensils and dishes.

Caleb Hesketh stood by the cart and watched Rachel cross the village square, admiring her strong body and firm tread. He would like to get to know her better. He would get to know her better! He had never met a woman who had attracted him like this one did.

‘Where’s my food?’ Rachel’s father grumbled as soon as she opened the front door. ‘I’d expected it to be ready by now.’

‘It’ll be ready in a minute.’

‘Couldn’t resist all the fuss over the new curate, could you? That’s a woman for you, always ready to abandon her duties.’ He jerked a thumb towards his wife. ‘And she never lifts a finger nowadays.’

Rachel felt anger flare in her at the look of dumb suffering on her mother’s face. ‘You know very well she’s too ill to do much,’ she said in a low, angry voice.

‘Then you should be here helping her, shouldn’t you, not going out gawping at the new curate’s doings.’

She turned and set her hands on her hips. ‘If you talk to me like that, you’ll get no food prepared by me at all.’

Her mother’s voice was hesitant. ‘Rachel, love . . .’

Why did her mother always try to placate him? Why did she never stand up to him? But her mother’s face was so white that Rachel bit back an angry response and started slamming things down on the table. He only wanted to get off to the alehouse, so the sooner he went, the sooner they’d have a bit of peace. Rachel stood on a chair to unhook the ham hanging from the ceiling, unwrapped its muslin cover carefully and shaved off a few slices, before starting to wrap it up again.

Her father thumped the table. ‘I want more than that!’

‘If I give you more, it’ll not last, then you’ll have no ham at all till Rob’s next litter has grown big enough to be slaughtered.’

‘If you didn’t take all the weaving money for your fripperies, I’d have enough to buy another ham in Setherby any time I liked.’

She didn’t answer, for this was an old argument, just wrapped the meat and hung it up again. She watched in disgust as he wolfed down his portion like a hog at a trough, then slammed out of the house without a word of thanks.

‘He’s likely tired,’ her mother offered.

‘He’s likely less tired than I am, for he lay abed half the morning with an aching head from the gin. Strong ale’s bad enough, but now he’s on the gin as well.’

Alice’s eyes filled with tears. ‘I’m sorry, love. I got you a poor father, I know, but he’s better than none.’

Which seemed to Rachel a funny sort of remark to make, but then her mother’s mind had been wandering a lot lately, and she talked about the past more often than the future. She realised her mother had spoken again and looked up. ‘Sorry. What was that?’

‘Will you ask the new curate to come and see me when he has a minute?’

‘Yes, of course I will.’ And she would tell him that her mother had not long for this world and beg him to set her mind at rest over whatever had been worrying her lately. The thought of what life would be like without her mother upset Rachel so much she lost her appetite and had to force the rest of her food down. Afterwards, she went to get some wool to spin as they sat together for an hour. They didn’t say much, but then, they didn’t need to. She might not have a good father, but she had a wonderful and loving mother.

One day the following week, a panic-stricken Maggie came hurrying across the green to beg her new friend to come and help out that afternoon.

‘I have my weaving to do,’ Rachel insisted, determined to stand firm today, whatever the reason for this fuss, for she had already learnt how ready Maggie Kellett was to lean on someone else.

‘But he is coming to tea! He’s just invited himself, sent up a groom with a note not an hour since. And us not settled in properly yet. Why couldn’t he have waited till next week? It’s so important to make a good impression on him.’

‘Sit down, Mrs Kellett, and tell us who is coming,’ Alice urged, smiling at the two children hovering near the door and beckoning them inside as well.

‘Mr Armstrong himself!’

‘Do you mean Mr Armstrong from Cleving Park is coming to tea at your house?’ Alice asked, impressed.

‘Yes. He’s a distant relative of my husband’s, you know. Only I’m still having trouble with that fireplace, and how I’m to get the place ready for him in time, I don’t know. But Justin will be so angry if I let him down.’

Rachel had never seen Justin Kellett even remotely angry. In fact, she thought him too soft with his wife altogether and could not help wondering how two people so unlike had come to marry.

He had been to her own house twice now and she knew how comforted her mother was by his visits. Whatever had been preying on Alice’s mind must have been confided and dealt with, and last Sunday she had even attended church, which meant Rachel going too, to help her across the square and back.

Behind the visitor’s back, Alice frowned and jerked her head to indicate that her daughter should go and help out, so Rachel bit back a refusal and said, ‘All right, Maggie, I’ll come over in a minute.’ Then she stared the other woman in the eyes. ‘But not if you treat me as a servant while he’s there.’ This had happened once or twice already and had annoyed her intensely. She was no one’s servant and never wanted to be.

‘No, no! Of course I won’t do that. I didn’t mean to before, I’m sure.’ Maggie’s hand fluttered to her belly. ‘I’m just – not myself at the moment. The baby’s been very quiet lately. It must be getting ready to be born.’

‘They often lie quietly towards the end,’ Alice said comfortingly.

Rachel’s tone was much brisker than those of the other two. ‘You go back and make a start, then, Maggie. I’ll follow shortly when I’ve settled my mother for a rest.’ She watched the other woman trail across the village green, followed by the two little girls, who were skipping together and holding hands. ‘Are you sure you’ll be all right, Mother?’

Alice smiled and patted her hand. ‘Of course I will, love. You go and help poor Maggie. But first put on your Sunday gown. If you don’t want to be treated like a servant, then you shouldn’t look like one.’

When Rachel had changed her clothes, Alice sighed and shook her head. ‘You really will have to make time to sew yourself a new gown. That one’s growing so shabby it’s only fit for everyday use. A nice round gown, I think, in blue, and with some lace at the neck. I’ll help you as much as I can. Wait! Come here so I can fix your hair.’

‘Oh, Mother!’

‘Sit on the stool. I can’t reach you else.’

The result of Alice’s efforts was that Rachel went across to Church Cottage with her soft hair pinned back neatly and her mother’s best cap on her head, not to mention her mother’s finest lace-trimmed fichu tucked into the bosom of her Sunday bodice.

When she opened the door, Maggie stared. ‘I had not thought you could look so fine!’

Rachel flushed. ‘My mother thought to do you honour in your dealings with Mr Armstrong.’

‘Yes. Yes, of course. Well, come in.’

Thereafter, it was necessary to work quickly to set the parlour to rights and prepare some refreshments to offer the landowner. And it was Rachel who did most of the work.

Justin returned a short time before Mr Armstrong was due and hurried upstairs to get ready.

When he came down again, Rachel thought how much a gentleman he looked, and how well his wife looked too, for once, and wondered what she was doing in such company. These two were far above someone like her. Maggie called her a ‘friend’ but the two of them had nothing at all in common, and their conversations consisted mostly of Maggie’s complaints or reminiscences and Rachel’s bracing responses.

‘Thank you for helping us,’ Justin murmured when his wife had bustled upstairs for a final check of her appearance.

Rachel shrugged, feeling embarrassed by his praise.

‘Maggie will go on better once the child is born, I’m sure,’ he added in his quiet way. ‘She doesn’t carry them easily.’

‘’Tis hard on women.’ But in spite of her words, Rachel was coming to the conclusion that Maggie Kellett simply used people to remedy her own weaknesses and would always find some excuse for not doing things herself.

There was the sound of a horse’s hooves clopping to a halt on the harder ground outside the low garden wall, and both of them turned towards the window to see Nathaniel Armstrong swing off his horse and tie the reins to one of the rings in the churchyard wall. He stood for a moment studying the cottage thoughtfully as he took off his riding gloves, then strode towards the door.

Rachel tried not to stare as Justin went to greet the visitor, but she was very interested to see the landowner. There were no real gentry apart from this man in the valley, just the lawyer, the doctor and a few shopkeepers and farmers who had more money and possessions than their fellows. Nathaniel Armstrong was healthy and strong-looking and was wearing his own faded brown hair tied back in a queue with a small black bow. Rachel had expected him to be taller, somehow, but he was not even her own height, though he carried himself with great confidence.

She had expected him to dress more grandly, too, but although his linen was very fine and white, and his clothes were made of good broadcloth, they were neat and little different to those of the doctor and the lawyer. He wore a dark green frock coat over a lighter green waistcoat ornamented with braid and fastened down the front with silver buttons. His knee breeches were the same colour as a mouse she had killed only the day before, and were worn over grey stockings, very finely knitted, just visible over his boot tops.

By this time Maggie had come downstairs and was standing near her husband looking flustered and nervous. Justin drew her forward to introduce her to his patron, and she managed a graceful curtsy, in spite of her large belly, then beckoned Rachel to join them. ‘Mr Armstrong, this is my friend, Rachel Smedling, who has been helping me settle in at Upper Clough. She and her family live just across the green.’

Rachel followed her hostess’s example and dropped a curtsy, feeling stiff and awkward, wishing now that she had stayed in the kitchen.

Mr Armstrong stared at her, eyes narrowed. ‘Smedling? Walter Smedling’s daughter?’

Her heart sank. He could have heard little good of her father lately. ‘Yes, sir.’

He studied her again, not attempting to hide his surprise and curiosity.

‘I’ll go and brew a dish of tea,’ she said. No small ale for this visitor, but the best china tea, though the cost of a pound of this precious substance would have kept a poor family in bread for a week. Her father scoffed at tea as a drink, but her mother loved it, so Rachel occasionally bought an ounce or two for a treat, and they re-used the leaves several times.

Voices followed her down the corridor and into the kitchen. Nathaniel was saying in his fussy yet penetrating voice, ‘She appears more respectable than her father, at least. They tell me he’s become a heavy drinker.’

Justin replied quietly, ‘She’s a hard-working young woman, and has been very kind to Maggie and the children.’

‘I’ve heard she weaves like a man. Not sure I approve of women doing such things. Still, if she ain’t married, I suppose there’s no harm in it. Tall, though, ain’t she?’

Rachel flushed. She hated to be spoken about like this, as if she hadn’t any feelings, as if she couldn’t hear every word they were saying. She banged down the china pot that was to hold the tea and piled the little dishes beside it, annoyed that Maggie had not come out to help her.

In the parlour, Nathaniel had also noted with disapproval the way his hostess leaned back in the chair with a fade-way air, fingertips massaging one temple as though her head was aching.

Rachel brought in the tray and would have retreated to the kitchen again, but Justin insisted on her sitting down and frowned at his wife to remind her of her duties.

The tea was black and strong and Rachel enjoyed the rare treat of drinking it without feeling guilty about the cost as she listened to the men talk and Maggie add the odd comment, usually foolishly off the point. Rachel tried not to push herself forward. However, when Justin asked her opinion of the way old folk could be helped when times were hard, she dared to respond. ‘What they really want is independence. They hate taking charity. I’ve seen them starve before they’d ask for help. And I would, too.’

Nathaniel nodded his approval. ‘So you think we should find ways for them to earn a little extra?’

‘If you can. Sometimes they’re not strong enough to do anything. Though you could perhaps pay someone else in need to look after them. That way, they’d know at least that the charity was helping one of their neighbours.’

He nodded again and said, ‘Yes, you make a good point there.’

He was a very solemn man, Rachel decided as the conversation continued. If he hadn’t been the landowner, she wasn’t sure whether people would have liked him as a neighbour, because although he was clearly trying to do his duty and be gracious, he seemed very fixed in his views, if not downright arrogant.

‘They tell me you weave like a man,’ he remarked later.

‘Yes, sir. I do. If I didn’t, my mother and I would go short.’

‘Can you find no other way to earn your bread? Something more suited to a woman?’

She held back her resentment. People like her didn’t speak sharply to people like him, however much they deserved it, but she did allow herself to say, ‘I’m a good weaver. Better than most men. And I earn good money by it.’

His expression said he didn’t believe that she was as good a weaver as a man, so she breathed in slowly and deeply and allowed Justin to turn the conversation to another subject.

When she got home, she told her mother everything she could remember, and even her father was interested to hear about the great man’s visit – as was almost every other inhabitant of Upper Clough over the next day or two, but Rachel was quite curt with them. Being a friend of the curate’s wife was rather wearing and she would have preferred the honour to fall upon someone else, someone who had the time and energy to spare.

When Nathaniel got back to Cleving Park, he went to look for his aunt. He found her in the stillroom where she was supervising the making of cordial for winter coughs. ‘Do you care to take a turn round the gardens, Aunt?’

She looked at the cordial, then nodded to the maid. ‘Be sure to cover it before you leave it to cool. We’ll bottle it together later.’

Outside, Nathaniel offered her his arm and they walked along slowly.

Although moving was painful because of her twisted joints, Hannah Armstrong was very determined not to give in to her infirmity so she struggled to keep up and asked brightly, to distract his attention from her, ‘So, how did your visit go, Nathaniel?’

He pursed his lips. ‘I continue to like and approve of Kellett, but I didn’t take to his wife at all. When she is delivered of the child, we must invite them to dine here, then you can give me your opinion.’

She nodded. Not a detail was too small for her nephew’s attention. She had learned by now how firm a control he intended to keep of his valley and its inhabitants. He was very different to her husband who had, she admitted, been a rather lax landlord, relying too much on Tam Barker.

‘The wife had a friend visiting her, one Mistress Smedling.’

‘A young woman or the mother?’

‘Young.’

Hannah nodded. ‘Rachel. She’s three and twenty, but seems older. She’s a hard worker.’ Hannah might not be able to get out and about these days but the gossip and news still came to her through her maids.

‘I’ve heard little good of the father, but the daughter seems decent enough. Very capable, in fact. ’Twas she who prepared the refreshments for Mrs Kellett. And looked neat and cleanly in her person, too.’

Hannah smiled at him wryly. ‘So weaving like a man has not coarsened her?’

He shrugged. ‘I still say ’tis not a suitable occupation for a woman, but she seems modest in her ways. Had I been here while she was being taught, however, I would have had a word with the father and dissuaded him.’
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