



[image: ]






ANNA JACOBS


Threepenny
Dreams


[image: Image]


www.hodder.co.uk


www.annajacobs.com




Copyright © 2004 by Anna Jacobs


First published in Great Britain in 2004 by Hodder & Stoughton.
An Hachette UK Company
First published in paperback in Great Britain in 2005 by
Hodder and Stoughton
An Hachette Livre UK company


The right of Anna Jacobs to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN 9781444714364
ISBN 0 340 82140 4


Hodder and Stoughton
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH




This book is dedicated to my editor, Carolyn Mays,
to celebrate ten years of working happily and
constructively together.




 


Also by Anna Jacobs


Salem Street


High Street


Ridge Hill


Hallam Square


Spinners Lake


Jessie


Like No Other


Lancashire Lass


Lancashire Legacy


Down Weavers Lane


Our Lizzie


Our Polly


Our Eva


Our Mary Ann


A Pennyworth of Sunshine


Twopenny Rainbows




 


They force-marched Hannah into the asylum side of the building. By now her anger was giving way to fear mingled with disbelief. This couldn’t be happening to her, it couldn’t!


Another woman met them there and Hannah was taken into a small room, then the two men left.


Matron pulled a bundle of clothing from a shelf. Inmate’s clothing. ‘Will you take your clothes off yourself, Hannah, or do we have to undress you?’


‘I don’t understand what I’m doing here or why I should take my clothes off. Please tell me what’s happening? I’m sure it’s all a dreadful mistake.’


‘Your daughter-in-law has committed you to our care as being unrestrained and dangerous. You’ll be held here until the doctor decides what is best for you.’


The last of the anger vanished, leaving behind it a cold fear. ‘Patty’s lying.’


The other woman took a step forward. ‘Well, she’s out there and you’re in here, so if you have any sense left, you’ll do as you’re told. Take off your clothes and put these on.’





CHAPTER ONE



Lancashire: July – August 1863
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Hannah Firth watched from behind the parlour curtains as her younger son Malachi jolted off down the street on the carrier’s cart. She held back a sob only with a huge effort. Australia was so far away and who knew what might go wrong there? He was only nineteen. A man in appearance and more sensible than most – but a boy still in her heart.


Hearing footsteps behind her, she swung round.


‘He’s gone, then?’ Her older son Lemuel stared at her from the doorway.


She nodded, not trusting her voice. She had dreaded this since her husband’s death: living in a house which now belonged to her son and his shrew of a wife, being dependent on them for her daily existence, with no one to take her side if there were disagreements – especially with a daughter-in-law like hers.


Patty pushed her husband aside and came into the room, looking round with the proprietorial air which had already begun to irritate Hannah. ‘Well, maybe now you’ll notice that you have another son, Mother Firth, one who’s worth ten times as much as your precious Malachi.’


‘I love both my sons,’ Hannah said, keeping her voice steady only with a huge effort, ‘but I can surely be allowed to grieve for the one I’ve lost.’


Lemuel moved across to pat her awkwardly on the shoulder, a tall young man of twenty-three already well on the way to being as heavy as his father. She’d been eighteen when she’d borne him, a child herself still in many ways with only strangers to help her through this terrifying and painful experience. Her husband had been forty-two, the same age as she was now. Strange that he had seemed so old then when she still felt young.


John had been a steady, dependable man and Lemuel was just the same. He would run the cooperage exactly as his father had. They were both dull, so very dull, with minds that ticked along slowly and an old-fashioned approach to life. She wished, as she had many times, that her parents hadn’t pushed her into marriage at seventeen with a man so much older than herself. John had been kind enough, treating her more like a pet than a wife at first, but always expecting her life to revolve round his needs as master of the house.


‘I’d better go and open up the workshop. Those barrels won’t make themselves.’


She watched Lemuel leave. He didn’t look back, his mind already set on the day’s tasks.


‘Well, no use moping, Mother Firth,’ Patty said briskly. ‘We have plenty to do. First I want you to clear up the kitchen while I feed little John, then we’ll think about today’s meals. And, of course, there’s Malachi’s room to clear out. It’ll make a fine nursery.’


‘I’ll do that,’ Hannah said quickly.


‘No, I’ll do it later. I want to rearrange the furniture.’


Patty looked at her challengingly, as if she would relish an argument, so Hannah bit her tongue and got on with clearing up the kitchen. She paused for a moment to stare round before she started work. It was only two days since her son and his wife had moved in and already Patty had set her mark on what had been Hannah’s domain for over twenty years, rearranging everything, whether it needed it or not.


Why could her husband not have left her some money of her own, just a little, so that she could have rented a cottage and lived in peace? She wasn’t greedy, wouldn’t have needed much, but all she had now was what she’d saved over the years from the housekeeping money, and she’d dipped deeply into that to help Malachi buy some trading goods to take with him to Australia.


She sighed and closed her eyes for a moment. Perhaps she should have kept more of the money for herself, but she’d wanted him to get a good start. He’d had such dreams of making a new life for himself in a land full of sunshine. She smiled at the thought. The two of them had a name for big, important dreams like that: threepenny dreams. She and Malachi were alike in so many ways, interested in the wider world, needing to feed their brains as well as their bodies.


Who would she share her dreams with now? It suddenly occurred to her that she had none left for herself anyway, not even a halfpenny one. She still felt numb, because John’s death had been so unexpected. As she looked out of the window at the grey skies she shivered, though it was warm enough in the kitchen. No wonder Malachi hankered for sunshine. It seemed to have been raining for weeks, even though it was high summer.


She sighed as she began to gather the dirty dishes together. How was she to face years of being subservient to Patty? Other women coped with this situation when they were widowed, but . . . she froze as she realised suddenly that she simply couldn’t endure it. Those other women didn’t have Patty for a daughter-in-law.


She’d have to work out what to do instead. She would put up with things for a while until she saw her way clear to making a new life for herself. After all, she was young for her years, still strong and energetic like all the women of her family. There were only a few grey threads in her dark hair and she was as slender as any girl in the village. Surely she would have no difficulty in finding employment?


Another thought slipped into Hannah’s mind unbidden: or even a new husband. No, she was too old for that. And she could never marry for mere convenience, not again.


A wry smile twisted her face. Getting away from Patty was only a penny dream, because there was no joy in it, but it’d do for a start. Taking a deep breath, Hannah carried hot water through to the scullery and poured it into the tin bowl in the slopstone, tossing in some soda crystals.


When Patty didn’t join her, she guessed that her daughter-in-law was delaying, waiting for her to finish. Patty was lazy about housework. Hannah had suspected it for years but it hadn’t mattered when the other woman lived in her own house. It would matter now, though, if her daughter-in-law tried to treat her as an unpaid servant.


She’d have to find a way to escape or she’d go mad.


The following day was fine and when Patty started complaining and scolding, Hannah suddenly couldn’t stand it a minute longer. She was still grieving for Malachi, still trying to get used to her new status. Holding her head high, she walked into the kitchen, slipped her old shawl off the hook by the door and went out through the rear garden. Ignoring the shrieks of ‘Where are you going?’ then ‘Come back at once!’ from behind her, she walked past the cooper’s workshop where her son was moving about purposefully and left by the back gate.


Following the narrow laneway behind it, Hannah slowed down as she passed the last building in the village: the workhouse built for the six neighbouring parishes on a patch of sour land. It was an ugly place, widely detested by those living hereabouts, and Hannah remembered when she was a girl how strong resistance had been in the area to complying with the new Poor Law Act, and how it had taken nearly ten years for the Assistant Commissioners appointed by London to bring her own Hetton-le-Hill and the nearby parishes into line with the law.


As she walked past the high stone wall, topped by broken glass, she shivered. It was such a dreary, hopeless place, looked unwelcoming and was, apparently, even worse inside. It housed not only paupers but idiots, lunatics and unmarried mothers, the least fortunate of the six parishes. And everyone knew how strictly its inmates were treated.


‘Poor souls!’ she muttered, as she always did when she passed this place. Things were even worse there now since the new parson had become Chairman of the Board of Guardians. She didn’t like Parson Barnish, who seemed to her to act scornfully towards his poorer parishioners.


As she strode up towards the moors that overlooked her village, she took deep breaths of the clean air, enjoying the wind and the shifting shadows of the clouds rolling across the tops. Her thoughts were not so pleasant. She’d known it would be difficult to live with her daughter-in-law, but already it was proving far harder than she’d expected. To be ordered around like a half-witted drudge outraged her – and was in no way necessary because she had always prided herself on being a good housekeeper, and indeed, was more used to being asked for advice than told what to do.


Breathless, she stopped at an outcrop of rocks and sank down, brushing the tears away from her eyes with her fingertips. What good did it do to weep? She’d learned that when first married. She leaned back, closing her eyes, enjoying the quiet sounds of nature. The breeze whispered around her and somewhere above a bird was calling, its voice full of fluting silver joy. Sunlight warmed her face intermittently as clouds shaded then revealed the sun. Relaxing, she let herself drift into a doze.


‘You all right, missus?’


‘What? Oh!’ She jerked awake to find a man staring down at her anxiously, one of the local shepherds whom she knew by sight. ‘Yes, I’m fine. Just tired.’


‘It’ll be coming on to rain soon. You’d better get yoursen home, Mrs Firth.’


She tried desperately to remember his name.


He smiled as if he could read her thoughts. ‘I’m Tad Mosely. I’ve dealt with your husband a time or two. Do you need a hand to get up?’


She shook her head. ‘No, thank you, Tad. I’ll just sit here a little longer, then I’ll go back.’


‘Don’t leave it too long. Look at them rain clouds gathering.’ He hesitated then added, ‘I’m sorry about your husband. He were a decent fellow. You’re allus welcome to stop off at our hut if you’re out walking on the tops. We can usually find a cup of tea for a friend.’ He waved in the direction of a small grey-stone building higher up the moor, a shepherd’s shelter, gave her a nod of farewell then whistled to his dogs and strode off.


She pulled the shawl more tightly around her shoulders, shivering in the cold, moist air as more clouds gathered in the sky, dark ones this time.


Not until rain began falling did she start back, not caring whether she got soaked or not, her steps slow and reluctant.


Life could be cruel. This was the second time fate had been unkind to her. She had remembered the first every time she’d looked at Malachi whose face was so like his father’s – and so unlike her husband’s.


That night in bed Patty said, ‘I’m worried about your mother, Lemuel. She’s getting very vague. And she stayed out today even though she must have seen it was going to rain. She was absolutely soaked when she got back. Why did she want to go walking on the moors anyway? I need her help here. She forgets how much extra work a baby makes.’


He let the words flow past him, as he’d learned to do. He wished she didn’t always see the worst in people, wished she’d be kinder to his mother. But if he said that, it’d only make her worse.


When she stopped talking he reached for her. They’d agreed to try for another baby. Well, he’d said he wanted more children and she’d said she’d have one more and then see how things went. She put up with his fumblings, so that he finished feeling slightly ashamed, as usual, but at least he’d got his relief.


In the village of Marton, on the other side of Preston, Nathaniel King looked up at the sky. Past noon. Time to go back to the house and get his wife something to eat. Not that she’d eat much. She had little appetite these days and was almost skeletal in appearance. Poor Sarah had never been strong, but now the doctor said her heart was failing and the end couldn’t be far away.


Inside the small stone farmhouse he went into the room which served as both kitchen and parlour, because they rarely used the small, chilly front room on the north side of the house. He found Sarah lying on the daybed gazing dreamily out of the window. She didn’t notice him come in and when he laid one hand on her arm, she jumped in shock.


‘Time for dinner, love. I’ll just wash my hands.’


‘I don’t want anything, Nathaniel.’


‘You have to eat, Sarah.’


‘Why?’


‘You can’t just – give up.’


‘I can. I have. I’ve been thinking about it all week and if I don’t want to eat, I shan’t from now on. Please don’t try to make me because I won’t do it, even for you.’


‘But, Sarah, love . . .’


‘Nathaniel, I’m just a burden to you, and as for poor Gregory – well, a lad of ten shouldn’t have to watch his mother die inch by inch, should he? And I’m finding life – difficult. So the quicker I can go the better.’


‘Oh, Sarah.’ He sat down beside her and took her hand in his. Once they had been very much in love but after several years of her being ill, that bright feeling had faded to a mere fondness on his part and he didn’t know what on hers. She had an air of otherworldliness now, as if she were not really part of this life, as if she were seeing things no one else could. And she was right: Gregory was suffering. Watching his mother die was bound to upset a lad. How long was it since Nathaniel had heard his son laugh?


‘How are the strawberries coming on?’ she asked after a while.


‘Well enough. I shall have another load to send to market by the end of the week.’


She nodded and her gaze slid back to the view from the window: neat rows of vegetables and a border of flowers close to the house, which her husband had planted specially because he knew how much she loved them.


Nathaniel stood for a minute surveying his small kingdom, as he liked to call it, making a play on his surname. He’d never thought to become a market gardener, having grown up on what he still thought of as a ‘proper farm’. But his father had died when he was only sixteen, so he’d lost the chance to carry on the lease. He and his mother had moved to Preston for a while, but he’d hated living in a town so he’d worked hard, saved his pennies and found a way to return to the country after his mother died.


Growing vegetables and fruit paid quite well nowadays because here in Marton they were within easy reach of industrial Preston. There seemed to be an insatiable demand for food in the expanding textile centres of Lancashire, plus a ready supply of fertiliser coming back to the country from the dairy animals which were still kept in the town so that the richer folk could have fresh milk. He himself thought it a shame to keep the poor cows penned up all the time and would never keep a living creature away from the sunlight like that.


But even though he brought in good money, at the moment most of it went to pay for help with the household tasks like washing and care of his wife, so he never managed to get much ahead or afford the improvements he yearned to make, the things he read about in newspapers or heard spoken of on his occasional visits to Preston. And even if he did propose such improvements, he wasn’t sure his landlord would let him change anything.


Richard Dewhurst was a decent man, who had made a fortune in cotton and then married a lady-wife and bought the estate which included Marton Hall, but he hadn’t spent a lot of time there. His wife had only given him two sons and had died years before, after which the nanny had brought up the younger boy and the older son had run wild. Nathaniel had heard recently that Dewhurst had come home to stay this time. Well, he was nearing seventy, time to leave others to manage his cotton mills surely? He’d recently been appointed a local magistrate, but it remained to be seen how well he’d fulfil that role.


The two sons lived permanently at Marton Hall. Walter, the elder, had only grown nastier as he grew into manhood and like the other tenants, Nathaniel avoided him as much as possible. Apart from making a nuisance of himself with young women, whether they were willing or not, he’d recently developed one of his sudden passions – this time for hunting what he called ‘ground game’. This entailed barging through people’s fences and crops to kill rabbits, hares and the very occasional fox, leaving a trail of destruction behind him. People hadn’t dared complain to the father, sure it’d only bring more trouble down on them, because Walter was known for getting his own back on those who’d offended him. And after all, the land agent always paid compensation for the damage, didn’t he?


Nathaniel wasn’t sure he could stand by and let Walter Dewhurst damage his land and crops, but luckily the fellow had never come near his smallholding.


The younger Dewhurst son, Oliver, was as unlike his brother as a primrose to a pig. He had been ill a lot when younger and you could see the lines of suffering on his face, though he had grown into quite a good-looking fellow and seemed in much better health nowadays. Pity he wouldn’t be the one to inherit because he had a kindly nature, sending help to folk in trouble and speaking to the tenants politely.


After another futile attempt to persuade Sarah to eat something Nathaniel spent the afternoon digging and watching old Tom Ringley exhaust himself trying to weed the strawberries. He made no comment on this. Tom was past working, really, with little strength left in him, but all he asked was a bed in the barn, food for his bent old body and the odd screw of tobacco, so Nathaniel continued to employ him. Like many old people, Tom’s main concern was not to be put in the poorhouse.


Well, you were a poor sort if you couldn’t offer that much, at least, to a man who had taught you how to grow fruit and vegetables, a man who’d once been as tall and strong as Nathaniel himself and who had shared his knowledge so generously all those years ago. And there were times, even now, when Tom Ringley knew the answer to a problem or how to deal with a pest that was attacking a crop when no one else did. Nathaniel loved to see the old fellow’s delight when this happened.


Hannah found that it grew harder, not easier, living with Patty. Her daughter-in-law was openly hostile when no one was around, snapping orders and doing as little as possible herself because she said the baby took up her time. But John was the quietest baby Hannah had ever seen and little trouble to anyone.


One day she went into her bedroom to fetch a clean handkerchief and found Patty there, going through her top drawer.


‘What are you doing?’


Patty turned to stare at her, not seeming in the least embarrassed to be caught ferreting through someone else’s things. ‘Seeing what you’ve got. I like to know everything that goes on in my own house.’


Hannah watched her saunter out then sank down on the bed, shocked to her core to think of someone doing such a thing.


She waited until they were all eating their evening meal that night before saying quietly but clearly, ‘If I’m not to have the privacy of my own room, then I’m not staying here.’


There was a pregnant silence. Patty threw her an angry glance. Lemuel looked from one woman to the other then said quietly, ‘Of course that room is your own, Mam, yours to do with as you wish. How do you lack privacy?’


‘I caught your wife going through my drawers.’


He turned to stare in shock at Patty, who sniffed and repeated, ‘I have a right to know what goes on in my own house.’


‘Nay, love, that’s a bit much. I’d never think of going through my mother’s things and you shouldn’t neither.’


She stared at him through narrowed eyes, shoved her chair back and jumped to her feet, shouting in a shrill voice, ‘Either this is my house or it’s not! Make up your mind, Lemuel! But if it’s not, then don’t expect me to do a hand’s turn here.’ Then she burst into tears and stormed upstairs to their bedroom.


He got to his feet, looking unhappily at his mother. ‘I know she’s being unreasonable, but I don’t want to upset her at the moment. We’re trying for another baby and, well, you know what it’s like.’


He followed his wife upstairs and angry voices floated down. Hannah tried not to listen, but was shocked at the way Patty berated her husband, shocked too at the things her daughter-in-law said about her, hinting that she was trying to evade her share of household duties and growing absent-minded.


When Lemuel came down again, he avoided his mother’s eyes and went on with his now cold meal.


‘It’ll get better,’ he offered as he went across to sit in the big armchair by the fire. ‘We’ll all shake down together if we give it a chance.’


Automatically Hannah started clearing up the tea things and getting ready to wash the dishes. ‘She still has no right to go through my things.’


He sighed. ‘I doubt you’ll stop her. She allus has to know. It’s how she’s made. You’ll get used to it. After all, you’ve got nothing to hide, have you, so it doesn’t really matter.’


Hannah went to bed early that night, as she usually did now, trying to read one of her few treasured books by the light of a single candle, but putting it down with a sigh when the words refused to register. If she hadn’t come into the room just then, Patty would have found her savings and no doubt tried to claim them for the family’s use. Hannah would take the money round to her friend Louisa’s the very next day and leave it there for safety. They’d known one another since they were girls and she trusted her friend completely.


She blew out the candle and slid down in bed, but her mind wouldn’t be still. She couldn’t continue like this, would have to find a job to take her away from here. She’d ask in the village, see if anyone knew of a housekeeping job going, and she wouldn’t say anything to Lemuel until she’d found herself something.
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The following day Patty was even more waspish than usual, banging pots around, snapping out orders, criticising anything and everything.


After they’d cleared up the midday meal, Hannah took off her apron. ‘I’m going out for a while.’


‘I need you here, Mother Firth.’


‘Then you’ll have to do without me. I’m not a slave, Patty, not to anyone, and I work hard enough to deserve the odd hour or two off.’


‘You should be glad to repay us for all we spend on you.’


‘And you should remember that I’m not and never shall be your servant.’ She took her good shawl from her bedroom, put on her bonnet and came out again with her savings in her pocket, certain that Patty would finish going through her things once she was out.


‘Where are you going?’


‘That’s my business.’ She blinked in shock as her daughter-in-law thrust herself in front of the door.


‘I will know what you’re doing. I’m mistress of this house and—’


Taller and stronger, Hannah set her aside quite easily and opened the door, holding it against the hand that tried to shut it in her face.


‘You’ll be sorry for this!’ Patty panted. ‘He listens to me not you now. You have to learn your place in my house and not try to boss me around.’


Hannah bit back hasty words about who was trying to boss whom and strode out, heading towards the south end of the village. At the corner she glanced back and saw her daughter-in-law standing at the gate, watching her to see where she went. In a spirit of sheer devilment she walked right to the other end of the main street, then turned up the lane that led to the moors, but doubled back once she was out of sight to take the rear pathway to her friend Louisa’s house. When she got there, she rapped on the kitchen window, sure enough of her welcome to slip through the door without waiting to be invited inside.


‘Hannah, love. Eh! I thought you’d forgotten us.’ Louisa studied her friend’s face. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘I’m finding things – difficult at home. Today I just had to get away for a while.’


Louisa snorted. ‘You mean you’re finding Patty difficult to live with. I told you not even to think of staying there with them.’


‘I didn’t want to upset Lemuel, but you were right. I should have found myself a job straight off.’ Louisa had offered her a temporary home, but it had gone against the grain with Hannah to accept what felt like charity, even from her best friend.


Louisa bustled around, brewing a pot of tea and sitting across from her at the table to drink it. ‘That Patty’s just like her mother: takes umbrage if you speak and gets annoyed if you stay silent. You can never please folk like that. Mind you, I shouldn’t speak ill of poor Susan Riggs. They say she’s getting more forgetful every day.’ She tapped one finger to her forehead. ‘I hope I never lose my senses, I do indeed. It can be difficult for the family.’


‘Patty hasn’t said anything about her mother having problems.’ But then, Patty rarely spoke about her family.


‘Well, she wouldn’t, would she? The whole family’s trying to pretend it’s not happening. They’ll end up having to put Susan in the asylum, though, you mark my words. Softening of the brain, they call it. I’ve seen it afore. Some folk manage to look after them at home, but that sister of Patty’s is getting wed soon an’ she’ll be leaving the district so what’s to happen to Susan then?’


‘That sort of thing makes my own troubles seem less important.’


Louisa shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. You look fair worn down and it takes a lot to get you in that state, my lass. The question is, what are you going to do about it?’


‘Well, first I’m going to ask you to look after my savings. She’s started going through my drawers now and I’m sure she’d try to take the money if she found it.’ Hannah blinked away a tear of shame at this admission.


‘Oh, love, surely even she wouldn’t do that?’


Hannah had to swallow hard and dig her fingernails into her hands to prevent herself from weeping. There was nothing like a bit of sympathy for making you lose control of yourself. She fumbled in her pocket and held out the worn purse, trying to make a joke of it. ‘Here it is: all my worldly wealth.’


Louisa took the purse. ‘I’ll put it in my bottom drawer and only George will know it’s there. He won’t say a word, you can be sure.’ She reached out to clasp her friend’s hand for a moment. ‘What else?’


‘I was wondering if you knew of anyone looking for a housekeeper. You have such a lot of relatives and you’re always first with any news.’


‘Good idea. Anyone would be lucky to get you. I’ll ask around.’


‘Do it quietly. I don’t want to upset her before I have to.’


Three days later, Patty came home from visiting a friend and stormed into her husband’s workshop, cheeks flaring red. ‘Do you know what your mother is doing? Shaming us, that’s what. I’ve never been so embarrassed in my whole life as I was this afternoon when I found out.’


He blinked at her in shock, put down the long knife he was using to hollow out the barrel staves and jerked his head to the lad he’d taken on as an apprentice in a silent command to make himself scarce. ‘What are you talking about, love? My mother would never do anything to shame us. Eh, you’ve got a right down on her lately.’


‘That’s because you never really know someone until you have to live with them,’ she said ominously, scowling at him.


When he put his arm round her shoulders, she shook it off and began to pace up and down.


‘Tell me, then.’


‘Your mother’s looking for a job as a housekeeper and if that’s not shaming us, I don’t know what is.’


Lemuel stared at her in dismay. ‘She’d never do that. This is her home.’


‘Come and ask her then.’


‘I’ll see her tonight.’


‘You’ll see her now! This needs sorting out. And I warn you, I’m not having it!’


Sighing, he followed his wife into the house, wishing she were just a bit less sharp with the world.


Patty burst into the kitchen, finding Hannah with little John on her knee, the two of them laughing at one another. She snatched her baby from his grandmother’s arms, holding him so tightly he began to cry, and said dramatically, ‘Go on! Ask her, Lemuel!’


Hannah stared in shock from one to the other, her heart sinking at the expression on the younger woman’s face. ‘What’s wrong?’


Lemuel cleared his throat. ‘Patty’s heard – I’m sure it’s not true, Mam – but she’s heard that you’re looking for a job as a housekeeper.’


Hannah sighed as she looked at her earnest, rather sheep-like son. She’d rather have presented them with a fait accompli. ‘It is true.’


His face crumpled. ‘But Mam, why? You have a home here, you know you do. There’s no need for you to seek employment. Tell her, Patty!’


‘No need at all, Mother Firth. I’m upset you’d even think of leaving . . . shaming us in front of our neighbours like that!’


Hannah tried for diplomacy. ‘I think it’s better for a young couple to be together, without other relatives, especially if you’re trying for another baby.’


‘But Mam—’


She held up one hand and Lemuel fell silent. ‘And there’s my side to consider. I think I’d like to do something –’ she hesitated, searching for a phrase that wouldn’t give offence, but not finding one ‘– more interesting with my life than stay here in the back room until I die. I don’t feel old, Lemuel. I don’t feel old at all.’


Patty burst into loud tears and cast herself and her son into her husband’s arms. ‘I shall die of shame.’


He looked at his mother severely across the tops of their heads. ‘I won’t have it, Mam! Patty’s right. It is shaming for you to do such a thing.’


She sighed, realising she had to say it bluntly. ‘Lemuel, Patty has her own way of doing things and I find I don’t take to being ordered around. It’ll be better for us all if I leave before we start quarrelling. Besides, I shall enjoy doing something different. You know I’ve always wanted to travel a bit.’


‘Housekeepers don’t travel!’ Patty said scornfully. ‘They stay at home – and in someone else’s home, too – and do just the same sorts of things as you do here.’


‘But they get paid for their labours and are treated with respect. No one goes through their drawers, as you’ve been doing again.’


Patty gasped and turned bright red. ‘You see what I have to put up with, how she talks to me? She’s setting people against me, I know she is. How shall I ever hold my head up in the village again?’


Lemuel looked at Hannah with the eyes of a puppy which had been kicked. ‘I’m not having it, Mam. I’m not having you upsetting Patty and I’m not having you going to work for strangers. You have a home here and you’ll stay in it.’


‘How will you prevent me from leaving if I choose to do so?’ Hannah asked quietly, then spun round and went into her bedroom, slamming the door behind her because she didn’t want to make matters worse by speaking out about exactly why she was leaving.


As she leaned against it, she prayed she would find a job quickly. The quicker the better. Otherwise she might have to take up Louisa’s offer of a bed, even at the cost of offending her son.


When Lemuel had gone back to the workshop, Patty sat down, her expression thoughtful. If her mother-in-law left, all the work would fall on her shoulders, and why should it, when she had someone else to share the burden?


‘How will you prevent me?’ Mother Firth had asked.


Well, there had to be a way, there just had to. Patty usually did get what she wanted if she bent her mind to it.





CHAPTER TWO



Late August 1863
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Nathaniel watched Walter Dewhurst and his two cronies rampage across a nearby field of oats, already too drunk to hit the rabbits they were there to shoot, though it was only mid-afternoon. Their horses looked tired and lathered, and there was much use of riding crops on the poor creatures.


He sometimes thought it was the destruction this notorious trio enjoyed most, especially when he saw the expression on Walter’s face as he trampled down the neat rows of oats. Nathaniel only hoped he’d be able to find another piece of land to lease before this bully inherited this estate.


The trio hadn’t entered Nathaniel’s smallholding yet, but he had no doubt they would one day. They’d not find him opening the gate for them, though, or even pretending to smile at what they were doing. Every man has his sticking point.


In fact, his was reached a few days later. He heard some dogs barking furiously, saw something tawny running down the lane, and realised with a sinking feeling that they were enjoying the rare treat of chasing a fox. Like the nearby farmers Nathaniel took care to dispose of foxes quietly whenever he could, because he wanted to give Walter Dewhurst no excuse for coming on to his land.


What were these fools playing at anyway? This part of Lancashire wasn’t good hunting territory, nor did they have a pack of hounds, let alone the approval of the true gentry who controlled the hunting in the county. To his mind, these sons of prosperous cotton masters were just pretending to be gentry – and they were fooling no one.


When the fox, thin and limping, slipped through the bars of his gate, Nathaniel groaned, wishing it had gone anywhere else. The poor creature was panting and in distress. It was vermin, he agreed it should be got rid of, but why kill it in such a cruel way?


Before he could turn and go indoors, Walter rode along the lane and yelled, ‘Open up, King! I saw the fox go through your place.’


‘Sorry, sir, I’ve got a dying wife here and I’d prefer to keep things quiet.’


‘Damn you, do as you’re told!’


But Nathaniel couldn’t. He just couldn’t do it. A chill settled in his stomach to think of poor gentle Sarah witnessing a bloody killing or these brutes rampaging across their few precious acres at such an important growing season.


With a curse, Dewhurst leaned from his horse to fumble with the gate catch while his two companions yelled and harooed behind him.


The stupid fools would have frightened away the fox by now, Nathaniel was sure, but even as he took a step forward to protect his property, Tom came up behind him and grasped his arm, shaking it urgently.


‘Don’t do it, lad! They’ll claim you attacked them and haul you before the magistrate, like they did to Bill Dooney, then you’ll lose this holding.’


So Nathaniel stood rigid and grim-faced as three half-drunk young wastrels galloped up and down his precious rows of plants, destroying them underfoot and slashing at the fruit bushes with their riding crops for no reason he could see. But from the way Walter looked at him before doing it all over again, he knew they were enjoying upsetting him. It seemed a long time before they galloped off down the lane again.


‘Send the bill to Pa!’ his landlord’s son yelled as he left the gate swinging open behind him.


Only then did Nathaniel let out a long groaning breath.


‘Eh, the wicked waste of it!’ Tom muttered. ‘They should be took out and hanged, that they should.’


‘Let’s start counting the cost,’ Nathaniel said in a voice which sounded to have been forced through rusty wire. ‘I intend to make sure old Mr Dewhurst pays for every pennyworth of damage.’


‘Perhaps you’d better go and take a look at your missus first,’ Tom suggested. ‘She can’t help but have seen what they were doing an’ she’ll be upset about it. There’s not one of her flowers left standing, not a single one. You’re not telling me they didn’t do that on purpose.’


Nathaniel found Sarah stretched out on the floor, as if she’d risen from her couch and tried to get to the door.


She was dead, still warm but with that waxy look on her face. She must have seen what was happening, which meant her last few minutes on earth had been filled with anguish. Kneeling beside her, Nathaniel suddenly found himself weeping, great racking sobs that seemed to tear him apart, weeping for both his wife and his crops. It wasn’t fair that some men had such power over others, could make their fellow creatures’ lives a misery at a whim.


The doctor came, goggled at the waste where formerly there had been a thriving market garden, and examined Sarah’s body gently. ‘What happened?’


‘Walter Dewhurst,’ Nathaniel said, not needing to make any further explanation. ‘She was killed by the shock of what she saw him doing and you’ll not persuade me different.’


‘The shock probably did hasten her death.’ The doctor sighed as he looked down at the thin face, still wearing an expression of anguish, then turned to lay one hand on Nathaniel’s shoulder. ‘I wish there was something I could do, but Dewhurst won’t listen to reason about his son, says he wants him to behave like gentry.’


‘It’d make me feel better to black that young lout’s eye for him, that it would,’ Nathaniel muttered. And he might have done when he was younger, but he’d learned a bit of sense now.


‘They’re going way beyond what’s right and I shall make sure it’s known that the shock of their rampage contributed to your wife’s death.’ The doctor sighed then said in a quieter tone, ‘I’ll send Mrs Bostill to lay her out for you.’


The doctor was a kind fellow, Nathaniel thought as he watched him drive away in his shiny new gig. But he doubted Dewhurst would care about what had happened. The old man might be a local magistrate now, but he didn’t really understand Marton and the folk who lived here.


When Gregory came home from school he stared in shock at the devastation, then came running inside to stop short at the sight of his father and stare at his mother’s empty couch.


‘I’m afraid your mother passed away this afternoon, son.’


Gregory stood with clenched fists, not weeping at his mother’s death but keeping his pain locked up inside himself, as he’d begun to do. The tight, old man’s expression of endurance on his face upset Nathaniel greatly.


‘Why did they do it?’ the boy kept asking as the evening passed. ‘Why did those men destroy our crops, Dad?’


‘Because they’re selfish brutes with no thought for others.’


‘How shall we eat if we’ve no stuff to sell?’


Nathaniel sighed. ‘Old Mr Dewhurst will pay for the damage. But I’d rather have my plants than money.’


A little later his son said quietly, ‘We shan’t have any flowers to lay on her grave now, shall we?’


‘We’ll find some, son. Not only to lay there, but to plant. She’d like that.’


Richard Dewhurst frowned down the dinner table and couldn’t hold back a growl of anger as he stared at his older son. ‘You went beyond what was reasonable yesterday, Walter.’


‘Eh?’


‘Destroying King’s crops like that.’


‘A few pounds will soon shut him up.’


‘Will it bring his wife back, though?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘The shock of seeing what you were doing killed her.’


Walter gave a snort of disgust. ‘He’s lying! The woman’s been ill for years. And we found a fox this time. Would have had it, too, if King had opened the gate for us, as I told him to.’


‘Why should he open the gate when he knew you’d destroy his crops?’ Oliver snapped.


‘Because we own the land, not him, and he’d better learn his place. If he behaves like that after I inherit, he’ll be thrown out within the day, I promise you.’


‘Calm down, lad,’ Richard said. ‘I’ll pay for the damages this time, but it has to stop. You keep your hunting to our own land from now on.’


With an inarticulate exclamation, Oliver pushed his chair back, threw his napkin down on the table and left the room. Hunting! What his brother and friends were doing wasn’t hunting, it was wilful destruction.


Most of the village turned out for Sarah’s funeral two days later, filing into the church, scrubbed and clad in their Sunday best, even the men who worked on the Dewhurst estate taking time off to attend.


Nathaniel sat beside his son at the front, not really taking in the kind words spoken by the vicar about Sarah Jane King because anger was still simmering inside him. When it was time to carry the coffin out, he left Tom to look after Gregory and took his place as one of the leading pallbearers.


The coffin felt so light he could have wept. She’d faded away before his eyes and yet had been so plump and bonny when they’d wed.


It was only as he reached the end of the aisle that he realised Oliver Dewhurst was there, isolated in a rear pew, with everyone avoiding his eyes.


The young man stood up as they passed. ‘I’m sorry for what happened, Mr King. Most truly sorry.’


Nathaniel nodded. He had no quarrel with Oliver, who was as kind as his elder brother was brutal.


But what good did saying you were sorry do? Sarah had died in distress, seeing her precious flowers destroyed, and the fact that he was helpless to punish those who’d done that to her continued to rankle sorely with Nathaniel.


That evening Walter came in to dinner looking angry. ‘Do you know what happened today?’ he demanded, even before he’d sat down.


‘What are you talking about?’


‘Our workers took time off to attend that King woman’s funeral. I hope you’re going to dock their pay for that, Father. And to crown it all, my dear brother attended the funeral as well.’ He shook out his napkin with a crack of starched linen and glared across the table.


Richard looked at his younger son. ‘Is that true?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why? The woman meant nothing to you, surely?’


‘I felt we owed her some mark of respect to make up for how she died.’


‘You need a lesson in loyalty,’ Walter sneered. ‘Your own family comes first.’


‘I feel no loyalty to someone who terrorises those weaker than himself, and I never shall.’ Oliver threw an angry glance in his brother’s direction.


‘I’ve a right to do what I like on our own property,’ Walter threw at him.


‘Not when tenants are paying a fair rent for the land. They have a right to its undisturbed use.’


‘Oh, be done!’ Richard commanded. ‘I’ve told you two before about quarrelling. You give me indigestion.’ He raised his spoon and took a mouthful of soup, murmuring in appreciation.


Walter ate perhaps half of his, then pushed his bowl away so carelessly he splashed the immaculate white tablecloth. ‘So, are you going to dock their pay, Father?’


‘Lexham advises not. There’s bad feeling about this. Best let it die a natural death, he says.’


‘Lexham’s an old woman. I don’t know why you continue to employ him as your land agent.’


‘Because he knows his job. Rent arrears have fallen since he took over. The tenants respect him.’


‘The arrears would fall still further if he wasn’t so soft with folk.’


Richard scowled at his son. ‘One thing I learned when I was making my fortune was to find someone who knew how to do things better than I could, hire him and leave him to it. You’ll be no good as an employer until you learn that. I’ll have to find some way of teaching you about running an estate.’


‘The land agent does that,’ Walter snapped. ‘You just said to find someone who can do the job and leave him to it.’


‘Nonetheless, I shall look into matters.’ Richard looked sideways at his younger son. ‘I haven’t decided yet what to do about your future, Oliver. You’re not as sickly as you were, but you’re not strong either. Still, you can’t live your life in idleness, so we must find you some way of earning a living. Your godmother’s legacy isn’t enough to keep you in the manner to which you’ve become accustomed here.’ He cast a proud glance round the huge room, with its wood-panelled walls and ornate plasterwork ceiling.


Oliver didn’t reply but ate his meal in silence. He kept remembering the packed church and the tall man with the grief-ravaged face walking in with his hand on his son’s shoulder. He’d never seen the villagers so united and was relieved they hadn’t taken their anger out on him, though there had been a few dark glances thrown his way.


Only another month to go, he told himself as he pushed his plate away, suddenly sickened by this excess of rich food when many people in Lancashire hadn’t enough to eat because of the Cotton Famine. In a month’s time he would come into his inheritance and have the power – and the money – to start making changes to his life. He didn’t need a luxurious lifestyle or a massive house like Marton Hall, just a modest home and a quiet, peaceful life. He’d said nothing to his father yet about his plans, and wouldn’t till he turned twenty-one.


There would be hell to pay when they found out what he intended to do, but he didn’t care. He just wanted to get away from Walter. And if his brother ever came and damaged his land, he’d prosecute him, brother or not.


In Blackfold village, too small to have a railway line and too far east of Nathaniel’s smallholding for him to visit easily, his niece Ginny Doyle went to church with her family, her mother, stepfather and two half-brothers. She couldn’t settle during the service because she was too upset by the way her stepfather had shouted at her mother before they left home. He was a cruel man and she hated him. Even when she sat in church the hatred simmered in her – and the fear. Her gentle mother didn’t deserve such treatment. None of them did. She sighed and tried in vain to concentrate, but his presence nearby made it impossible.


After the service she walked out of church behind her mother, eyes demurely downcast, hands clasping her prayer book to her chest, praying he wouldn’t see the excitement rising in her. As her parents stopped to talk to some neighbours, she slipped across the churchyard to talk to her best friend Lucy Porter.


‘Is it all right if Ginny and I go for a walk along by the canal?’ Lucy asked her mother. ‘Just for a few minutes.’


Mrs Porter smiled at them. ‘Bless you, yes. I’ll tell your father, Ginny. You can always walk home on your own if they want to leave before you get back.’


‘I don’t think Mam likes your father,’ Lucy said as they walked away, arm in arm. ‘She always pulls a face when he’s mentioned.’


‘He’s not my father, he’s my step-father!’ Ginny corrected. She never let people call him her father if she could help it, but even Lucy forgot sometimes.


Ginny grabbed the other girl’s arm as she saw Nick Halstead waiting for them near the canal. ‘He’s there.’


‘I knew he would be. If he wants to walk with you, I’ll fall behind.’


‘Not out of sight,’ Ginny said quickly. It was one thing to risk her step-father’s anger, another to make him explode with fury. She’d seen him so enraged a time or two she’d thought he was going to kill someone and the mere memory of it made her shiver. And the way he treated her mother upset her greatly. Her own father had never hit her mother. Indeed the two of them had laughed and had a lot of fun together. Her mother didn’t often smile nowadays. Why had she ever married Howard West?


He’d started threatening Ginny too this past year and had slapped her a few times. Hard. She was afraid of him now and her two half-brothers had always been wary of their father, though he didn’t hit Edwin and Andrew nearly as often as he did her.


As they reached the canal bank, Nick stepped forward and raised his hat to them. He nodded first to Lucy then his eyes settled on the girl he’d come to meet.


Ginny smiled at him.


‘Are you going for a walk, Miss Doyle?’


‘Yes. Yes, we are, Mr Halstead.’


‘So am I, as it happens. May I join you?’


‘That would be – nice.’


As he fell in beside them, Lucy seized the opportunity to nudge her friend and let them move ahead of her.


Ginny hardly noticed, she was so conscious of Nick. He was much taller than she was – did he mind that she was so short? She loved his blue eyes and his soft brown hair which always flopped over his left eye, giving him a boyish look. And not only was he easy to talk to, but he seemed to enjoy chatting to her as much as she did to him.


Time passed so pleasantly she was surprised when Lucy pulled her to a halt and said apologetically, ‘I think we’d better be getting back. You know what your stepfather’s like.’


With a start, Ginny came back to reality. ‘Yes. Yes, I suppose so.’


‘I’ll walk back with you,’ Nick offered.


‘No, better not,’ Lucy said quickly. ‘Someone might see us. Her father’s very strict.’


‘Perhaps I should call on him and ask his permission to take you out walking, Ginny?’


‘No! Don’t do that. He’d not appreciate the courtesy.’ The mere thought of the confrontation that would ensue made Ginny shiver. The less her stepfather knew about this friendship the better. He didn’t like any of them having friends or doing things outside the home.


‘Well, then, I’ll say goodbye. Until next week, perhaps?’


Ginny spent the whole of the ten minutes it took to walk back telling her friend how handsome Nick was and how interesting to talk to.


Lucy hid a smile as she listened. The man was well enough looking, but by no stretch of the imagination could he be called handsome, though her friend was a very pretty girl, a little plump but with lovely curly hair of a light brown that was sun-gilded at this time of year. Ginny was lively and fun to be with – except when her step-father was around and then she grew very quiet. She helped on the family farm, always bustling about doing something, a hard worker everyone agreed.


Lucy sighed at the pity of it all. It was silly to keep meeting Nick, really. Mr West was staunchly Church of England and would never allow Ginny to walk out with a young man whose family were Methodists. Never. Even she knew that. Ginny’s father had also been a Methodist and Mr West wouldn’t even have his name mentioned – though how you could hate someone who had been dead for twelve years just didn’t make sense to her.


What worried her most was that the attraction between her friend and Nick glowed as brightly as any star in the night sky whenever they were together – which made it even more dangerous for them to go on meeting. You couldn’t keep things secret for long in a small village like Blackfold.


Hannah looked up to see Louisa tapping on the kitchen window in the old way. Smiling, she wiped her hands on her apron and went to greet her friend at the door.


‘I have some news,’ Louisa whispered.


‘Not here.’ Hannah looked up to see Patty standing in the doorway, scowling at them. ‘I’m just going for a little chat with my friend.’


‘It’s not very convenient just now, Mother Firth. I want to feed John and you still haven’t finished the baking.’


Louisa gaped at her, then looked at Hannah as if to say she couldn’t believe what she was hearing.


‘Oh, there’s nothing that will spoil.’ Hannah pushed her friend into her bedroom, shutting the door with a bang. As Louisa opened her mouth to say something, Hannah whispered, ‘Shh. Keep your voice down. I’m sure she eavesdrops when she can.’


‘I’d never have believed that if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. Who does she think she is, ordering you around? Does Lemuel know?’


Hannah nodded.


‘Oh, my dear. No wonder you want to leave.’ Louisa clasped her hand for a moment, then remembered her news. ‘I’ve heard of a job as a housekeeper. Relatives of the Cowpers. They live in Blackburn. I told the Cowpers about you. Was that all right?’


‘Oh, Louisa, thank you so much.’


‘They’re coming over here to visit at the weekend so you can meet them then.’


Hannah had to take two or three calming breaths before she could speak, and even so she couldn’t keep the tears from her eyes. ‘I do hope they like me.’


‘Of course they will.’


In their excitement both women forgot to keep their voices low and the listener on the other side of the door heard enough to find out what was going on.


When she realised Louisa getting ready to leave, Patty whisked quickly upstairs and began to feed her son. If her mother-in-law thought to leave, she was in for a big surprise. Only how to stop her from getting this job?


It was only as Patty was giving little John the soothing drops that kept him from troubling her too much that she realised she was holding the solution to her problem in her hand. A smile of satisfaction curved her lips.


Hannah hummed as she got ready, putting on her Sunday best and taking special care with her hair. Even Patty had been in a better mood today, making a pot of tea after their midday meal and pouring a cup for her mother-in-law.


‘Are you going out, Mother Firth?’


‘Just to see Louisa.’


For a moment Patty’s smile slipped, then she retrieved it and shrugged. ‘Well, don’t be too long. We still have a lot to do.’


Hannah knew what that meant. Patty still had a lot for her to do. She prayed she would be offered this position today and then she’d leave as soon as she could. As she reached the door, she felt a wave of dizziness and stopped for a moment to shake her head in puzzlement. She’d felt perfectly all right this morning. Surely she wasn’t coming down with something? Well, if so, it could wait.


But by the time she got to Louisa’s she was feeling so dizzy and distant it was an effort to speak to her friend.


‘Oh, you do look pale, love. Are you all right?’


‘I’m not feeling very well, but this is too important. I’ll have to manage.’


But the swimmy-headed feeling got no better and by the time she reached the Cowpers’ house, she had to stop and lean against the wall. After a moment or two she took a deep breath. This wouldn’t do. Gathering all her determination together, she pushed open the gate and knocked on the front door.


When she was invited in, the dizziness overcame her again and she had to put out one hand to the wall to steady herself.


‘Are you all right, Mrs Firth?’ her hostess asked.


‘Just – a trifle under the weather. A little dizzy.’ Once she was sitting down, she’d be better, she was sure.


But it grew worse. Hannah found it hard to concentrate and answer their questions, and though she did her best, she knew she was failing to impress by the way Mr and Mrs Berenwood looked at one another.


When she left they said they would let her know about the position as they had other women to see. She knew then that she’d failed to obtain it. The fresh air made her feel even dizzier and she staggered as she crossed the road and made her way back to Louisa’s.


Once inside Hannah burst into tears. ‘I’ve never felt like this before in my whole life,’ she sobbed. ‘I can’t think clearly, can’t even stand up without feeling faint.’


In the end, Louisa had to call in her husband to help get Hannah home, and they walked one on either side of her to support her.


Patty must have seen them coming because she had the door open before they got there. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘Hannah’s not well.’


‘She’s not having another of her dizzy turns, is she?’


Hannah tried to contradict her but the words wouldn’t form and she could only groan and let Louisa help her into her bedroom.


‘Let me take your things off, love. You need to lie quietly for a while.’


When Louisa went back into the kitchen, Patty was waiting. ‘She’s had a few of these turns lately,’ she said in a low voice. ‘She denies it when I ask, but I know something’s wrong with her.’


Louisa stared at her in surprise. ‘Hannah hasn’t said anything to me.’


‘Well, she wouldn’t, would she? She doesn’t like to show weakness.’


‘I’ll come round tomorrow to see if she’s all right.’


‘She’s always been fine the next day. She may not even remember this clearly.’


Louisa walked away, feeling worried. Surely Hannah would have confided in her if something had really been wrong?


As she passed the Cowpers’ gate, Mrs Cowper came out. ‘How is your friend?’


‘Not very well. She must be coming down with the influenza.’


‘Has she had these turns before?’


Louisa hesitated.


‘She has, hasn’t she?’


‘Her daughter-in-law says she has, but Hannah hasn’t mentioned them to me. I’m sure it’s nothing.’


Mrs Cowper’s lips pursed. ‘Well, I’m afraid my cousins weren’t impressed by her. They’ve decided to look elsewhere for help. Will you tell her, please?’


Louisa’s heart sank. If Hannah really was ill, this would be the final straw. She wished she could think of something to do to help her friend, but if Hannah continued to have these attacks, the best place for her was with her family. Lemuel would always look after his mother, she was sure, whatever happened. Growing older could be painful, it could indeed. She hoped she never had to depend on anyone else.


But why had this happened so quickly to Hannah? She was only forty-two, after all, two years younger than Louisa and had been perfectly all right before her husband died.





CHAPTER THREE



October 1863
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Ginny’s step-father looked at her across the breakfast table. ‘There’s to be no going off walking today after church.’


She stared at him in dismay. ‘Why not?’


‘Because I say so.’


‘But I always have a walk with Lucy and—’


‘Aye, down by the canal where all the riff-raff go. I’m not having my family seen down there. If you want to go walking, you’ll do it on our own land or not at all. You’re at an age where you need to be watched and I take my responsibilities seriously. Mind you obey me!’


With that, Howard pushed his empty plate away and went out to continue work, because animals still had to be fed, Sunday or no Sunday.


Ginny looked at her mother, her lips trembling with the effort not to cry. ‘He’s so unfair and you never stick up for me! How can he say I need to be watched? What sort of person does he think I am?’


‘He’s just being careful.’


‘No, he’s not. He’s being nasty, forbidding my pleasures for no good reason. I need to get away from him sometimes or I’ll go mad. And why shouldn’t I have friends? Everyone else does. I can’t wait till I’m married and can leave here.’ She saw the sadness deepen in her mother’s expression and went to give her a hug. ‘I don’t want to get away from you, Mam, but he hates me and the older I get the worse he treats me. Why?’


‘He’s a careful sort of man,’ her mother repeated. ‘Just make sure you do as he says.’


Ginny stepped backwards. ‘I might have known you’d take his side.’


‘He’s my husband. I owe him obedience and loyalty.’


‘Obedience! What are you – a servant? He certainly treats you like one. And you let him hit you, don’t fight back or—’


Christine West stared at her aghast. ‘How do you know about that?’


‘Do you think the rest of us are all deaf? Or blind?’ Ginny pointed to a bruise on her mother’s arm.


‘What happens between a husband and wife is no one else’s business.’


‘I can’t watch you being hurt and not care!’


‘Ginny, please.’ Christine glanced over her shoulder as if afraid of him overhearing. ‘Some men are like that. There’s nothing I can do about it.’


‘If he hit me, I’d fight back.’


‘That only makes him worse.’


‘How do you know? You don’t even try!’ The girl flung out of the kitchen, taking refuge briefly in her bedroom, then as she calmed down, going into the dairy to start work separating the new milk.


After church she stood demurely behind her mother and when Lucy came across, whispered the new edict.


‘Oh, Ginny! What are you going to do?’


‘I don’t know. Will you go and tell Nick for me?’


‘I suppose so.’


Inspiration suddenly struck. ‘Tell him to come and meet me next Sunday after church in the wood at the top of our north pasture.’


‘Ginny, it’s too dangerous . . .’


‘I’m not stopping seeing him.’


Lucy made her way down to the canal on her own, feeling very nervous. Nick Halstead was waiting there, but his face fell when he saw only her.


‘Ginny’s step-father has forbidden her to walk here any more,’ she announced.


‘Why? Did someone see us talking? Has he got something against me?’


‘No one saw you that I know of. He’s just being nasty. Mr West likes to prevent people enjoying themselves.’


‘He has a reputation as a mean man to cross.’


‘It’s well earned. Ginny hates him.’


‘How am I to see her, then?’


Lucy took a deep breath and passed on Ginny’s instructions.


Nick’s face lit up. ‘Thank you. You’re a good friend to us both.’


Lucy watched him stride away, thinking that if she really cared about her friend she’d not have passed on the message. This could only lead to trouble for Ginny.


The following Sunday after church, Ginny changed out of her best clothes and announced that she was going for a walk.


‘You’ll stay on our own land,’ Howard ordered. As she walked past him without replying he caught hold of her arm and swung her round so hard she bumped her head against the wall. ‘You hear me, girl?’


‘Yes.’ She pulled away from him and set off, heading for their small patch of woodland, a place she’d always loved. It was so pretty, especially in spring. She went to sit on a rough wooden bench outside the ruined cottage there, looking up eagerly as she heard rustling sounds. Someone was walking through the woods. Could it be him? Yes, it was. ‘Nick! I’m over here.’


He came to clasp her hands, pulling her gently towards him. ‘I can’t believe we’re truly alone at last.’


Ginny smiled trustingly up at him. ‘And can be every time the weather is fine. I’m forbidden to leave our land, but you can easily get to this cottage without anyone seeing you and it’s only just over our border so he’ll never know.’ Her smile faded. ‘I have to get away from him sometimes. You don’t know how hard he is to live with.’


They spent about an hour sitting on the bench, talking of themselves and their hopes, then she looked at the way the sun was slanting through the branches and said reluctantly, ‘I’d better be getting back or he’ll throw another fit.’


‘You’ll be here next week?’


‘If it’s fine.’ When he dared to kiss her she gave him her lips willingly and carried the memory of that kiss away with her like a candle glowing inside her heart. He hadn’t said so yet but she was sure he loved her. As she loved him.


That evening when all the children were in bed, Howard looked at his wife. ‘I think we should marry Ginny off quite soon. She’s far too pretty for her own good and that’s bound to lead to trouble.’


‘Marry her off! But she isn’t walking out with anyone.’


‘I know that. I wouldn’t have allowed it. No, I mean to marry her to a sensible older man, one who’ll know how to manage her. With a father like that, it’s no wonder she’s turned out flighty.’


‘She’s not flighty!’ And there had been nothing wrong with her first husband either, though Christine had learned never to say that because Howard was insanely jealous of him.


He glared at her. ‘Are you contradicting me, woman? I say your daughter’s flighty and we need to watch her carefully.’ After a pause during which he observed his wife’s gaze falter and her whole body droop, he continued, ‘Fortunately I have a man in mind, a widower who is looking for a wife to care for him and his two young children.’


‘A widower! Who?’ Then she suddenly realised. ‘Not your friend Peter Gordon?’


He nodded, looking smug. ‘Yes. He’s well set-up and she’ll want for nothing. It’ll be a good match for her.’


Even fear of his anger didn’t stop Christine from protesting at this. ‘He’s too old for her, Howard, far too old.’ And was like her second husband in nature. She didn’t intend Ginny to be as unhappy as she was. That at least she could prevent, whatever it cost her.


‘He’s a man in his prime, as I am. He’s already spoken to me and I shall give him my answer tomorrow.’


‘I won’t be part of it,’ Christine declared.


The answering blow knocked her off her chair and sent her sprawling on the floor.


‘You’ll do as you’re told.’


‘Not in this, not even if you beat me till I’m black and blue.’ She screamed then as his fist lashed out again.


In the morning Ginny came down cautiously, having heard the sounds of the beating and knowing how her step-father’s unpleasant moods could linger for days. He wasn’t in yet from the early chores but her mother was there, with a massive bruise on the side of her face and others on her arms.


The girl ran to hug her. ‘Why did he hit you this time?’


Christine looked cautiously over her shoulder and said in a low voice, ‘Because he wants to marry you to his friend Peter Gordon and I won’t support him in this, not if he breaks every bone in my body. Don’t say I told you and don’t contradict him if he mentions his plans. If necessary I’ll find the money to send you to my brother Nathaniel. I won’t let Howard do this to you.’


‘Oh, Mother!’ Ginny touched her bruised cheek lightly. ‘It’s not fair. You don’t deserve a man like him.’


‘It’s too late for me, but not for you.’


Which made Ginny want to weep for her. Even her two half-brothers were afraid of their father and hardly even opened their mouths when he was around. But at least Edwin and Andrew had each other to play with and talk to. Ginny had no one.


No, that wasn’t true. A smile lit up her face. She had Nick now.
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Hannah felt down-hearted after that terrible day when she’d failed to gain the position she was sure she could have coped with easily. She didn’t suffer a recurrence of the dizziness but did notice her daughter-in-law looking at her with barely suppressed triumph from time to time.


Even Louisa kept asking her how she was, and when Hannah tried to discuss the dizzy turn, her friend told her Patty said it’d happened a few times now.


‘But that’s not true! It only happened once, on that day of all days.’


Louisa frowned. ‘She said you wouldn’t admit it, but Hannah, surely you know you can trust me?’


‘Of course I do. And if I’d had other dizzy turns, I’d tell you, but I haven’t, I promise you.’


‘Then why did Patty say you had?’


‘I don’t know. She’s up to something and I mean to find out what.’


As the days passed people in the village also started looking at her warily and Hannah guessed that Patty was spreading the tale. Why? She lay in bed worrying about it. All she could think of was that her daughter-in-law didn’t want to lose her help in the house. Well, if things went on like this, she’d go into Blackburn and apply for work at a domestic employment bureau, taking anything they offered, however hard. But the trouble was, she didn’t have any references and that worry held her back, because if anyone asked about her in the village, the rumours would surface and then she’d lose any chance of finding a decent job.


If she had more money, she’d have left and found lodgings while she sought work. It didn’t seem fair that she received no reward at all for her hard work, not even a share of the egg money, so one evening she went into the workshop before Lemuel shut up for the day and asked him if she could have some each week. ‘Just a little pin money so that I can buy things if I need them.’


He looked at her and frowned. ‘Why should you need separate money, Mam? If you want anything, you’ve only to tell Patty and she’ll give you what you need.’


‘It’s humiliating to have to ask her for money, Lemuel. Surely you can be more generous to me than that?’


From the uncomfortable expression on his face she guessed he had already discussed this with Patty, who seemed to hold the purse strings very tightly in her plump white hands.


‘I never thought you’d treat me so shabbily.’ Hannah couldn’t prevent the tears from welling in her eyes for all her efforts to control them.


‘But you lack for nothing, Mam . . .’


‘Except dignity.’ She left the workshop, walked through the kitchen, ignored Patty’s demand to know where she’d been just when it was time to serve up the evening meal, and shut herself in her room, sitting weeping on her bed.


A few minutes later the door crashed open and Patty stood there, eyes glittering in triumph. But her voice was gentle enough as she said, ‘This won’t do, Mother Firth! You need to eat properly if you’re to get better.’


‘Get better! There’s nothing wrong with me except low spirits.’


‘Now you know you’ve had a few dizzy turns lately. I’m sure it’s nothing, but we have to keep an eye on you.’


Hannah bounced to her feet, anger drying the tears. ‘I’ve had one spell of dizziness, one, and that’s all. I don’t know why you’re telling these lies about me.’


With a sigh, Patty turned away and went to lean against her husband. ‘I can’t do anything with her when she gets like this. See if you can persuade her to eat her tea, Lemuel.’


Hannah watched him pat his wife on the arm and then come into the room.


‘Come on, Mam.’ He took her arm and pulled her to the table, using his superior strength, even though she resisted. When he let go of her she stood stiffly by her normal chair for a minute then turned back towards her room, furious at being treated like this.


But he stopped her, this time sitting her forcibly on her chair. ‘I’ll tie you there if I have to. You need to eat, and Patty has enough on her plate without worrying about you.’ His eyes went to his wife’s stomach, pride shining in them, and she guessed that they’d started another child.


Speechless, unbearably humiliated, Hannah sat there, but didn’t even try to force any food down. It would have choked her, she was sure.


Patty ate a hearty meal and Lemuel cleared his plate with his usual thoroughness.
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