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PROLOGUE


1861 – Outham, Lancashire


On a cool Saturday afternoon in May, Edwin Blake lowered his newspaper and let it rest on his lap. He stared into space for a minute or two then looked across the room, his expression softening involuntarily at the sight of his four daughters. Eh, he was a lucky man to have been gifted with children such as these. No, not children now. His girls were all women grown and he didn’t know whether to be sad or glad that none of them had married, that they still lived with him.


‘Are you all right, Dad?’ Cassandra asked.


He might have known she’d notice he was worried. As the eldest, she tried to look after them all, had done since she was fourteen and her mother died.


‘I’ve been reading about this war in America.’


‘It’s good, isn’t it, that they’re trying to free the slaves?’


He nodded. ‘Of course it is, only ... if the North and South are busy fighting one another, what’s going to happen about the cotton? Without slaves, who’ll plant and harvest it?’


‘They’ll have to pay people to do it.’


‘Where will they find the money for that? Wars cost a lot of money, my lass. Look at what happened in the Crimea only a few years ago.’


There was silence, then he shared his worst fears. ‘And even if they do still produce cotton, how will they get it across the sea to us here in Lancashire? When there’s a war, they set up blockades, then ships can’t get through.’


‘We’ve been on short time before,’ Xanthe said. ‘We always manage.’


‘Short time is one thing. I’ve been trying to puzzle it out and to my mind, no cotton reaching Lancashire would mean no work at all.’


There was silence and he could see them thinking about what he’d said. Well, he’d always encouraged his lasses to think for themselves. Just because they were ordinary working folk didn’t mean they had to act like sheep and let other people shape their opinions.


‘Surely the war won’t last more than a few months?’ soft-hearted Maia asked. ‘It’s brother fighting brother. I can’t bear to think of that. Imagine if one of my sisters suddenly became an enemy.’ Her eyes filled with tears at the mere thought.


‘Brother’s been fighting brother since the world began,’ Edwin said. ‘Look at Cain and Abel in the Bible. And your uncle Joseph hasn’t spoken to me for over twenty years, didn’t even come to your mother’s funeral. He walks past me in the street now as if we’re strangers, as if we didn’t share a bed and play together when we were children. He said it was because I’d become a Methodist, but that seems a poor reason to me.’


‘I think it’s because of his wife,’ Cassandra said with a sigh. ‘She looks at us as if she hates us. I used to be frightened to walk past her in the street when I was little.’


‘I don’t like the woman either, but she’d never harm you.’


‘She looks as if she wants to.’


‘She and Joseph never had children, that’s why she resents you so much, I’m sure.’


‘Well, that’s not our fault, is it?’


He didn’t say anything. It was an old pain, his brother shunning him. Every now and then he had to speak about it, purge the bitterness a little. His sister-in-law was a mean-spirited woman, who had never lifted a finger to help them while his wife was ill. He’d tried to forgive her, because that was what they were taught at chapel, but he wanted nothing to do with her. He wasn’t usually fanciful, but something about her was – evil. It was the only word he could think of to describe her.


‘You don’t need anyone else when you’ve got us.’ Pandora leaned forward to lay one hand on his gnarled fingers.


He looked down at her smooth young skin. His hand was worn by life and hard work, his knuckles painful and stiff in the mornings, thickened with age. At twenty-two she had hands that were soft and pretty, even though they were reddened from work. ‘I shouldn’t still have you, though, not living with me, any road. You ought to be wed by now, all of you, with homes and families of your own.’


She got up abruptly and went to stir the stew, not turning round till she had herself under control. Edwin was annoyed with himself for causing Pandora pain with his thoughtless words. She was the only one of his four who’d found herself a fellow, a decent, lively lad. She’d have been wed now if poor Bill hadn’t died suddenly of pneumonia last year.


But whether the subject was painful or not, he couldn’t help finishing what he had to say as his eyes settled on his eldest daughter. ‘You’re twenty-eight now, Cassandra. Don’t leave it too late to find a fellow, my dear girl. To grow old without children would be very sad. You four are the joy of my life.’


‘How can I marry? I could never find a man half as clever as you,’ she said lightly.


He frowned as he looked at her. ‘Is that what you think of first in a husband? Being clever?’


She nodded. ‘That and being kind, like you. I couldn’t live with a stupid or boring man. I tried once when Tom Dorring wanted to court me, because he was so kind. But it was no good. He talked of nothing but work and the neighbours.’


Edwin managed a smile, but it was yet another thing to worry him. His girls were all clever, but Cassandra had the quickest mind of them all. It was the one thing that had made him wish he was rich, to give them better chances to use their brains. He’d made sure they got as much schooling as he could afford, so that after they started work they could read well enough to continue their education on their own, as he had.


The whole family now borrowed books regularly from the public library to feed their minds. Eh, that library was a wonderful thing! He wished it’d been there when he was younger. It had opened in 1852, but the law said the ratepayers had to be polled and two-thirds had to be in favour before the money could be spent. It had been a near thing whether Outham would have one, but they’d got enough votes, thank goodness.


But perhaps, being girls, his lasses should have hidden their cleverness, just a little. Most men didn’t want their womenfolk to be quicker thinkers than they were.


No, Cassandra was right to hold out for a man whose mind could match hers. He didn’t want his girls chained to dull men, who hadn’t a thought in their heads beyond where the next meal was coming from and whether their jobs were safe.


‘The food’s ready. Shall we eat now?’ Pandora asked.


Edwin led the way to the table but after a few mouthfuls put down his knife and fork, bringing up the other subject which was weighing on his mind. ‘I must stop taking Greek lessons.’


‘But you love learning Greek!’ Cassandra protested.


‘I can puzzle on by myself for a while.’


‘Why stop?’


‘Because of this war. I think we should all start watching our pennies carefully, making every farthing do the work of two and saving as much as we can. Hard times are coming, harder than we’ve ever known.’


There. He’d said all that was on his mind now. He broke off a piece of bread, picked up his spoon and began to eat his stew slowly.


The girls were quiet after that, thinking over what he’d said, and he didn’t try to force conversation. If bad times were coming, best they all faced that fact, thought about it, planned for it.
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         In early November Cassandra lost her job when the small mill where she worked closed down. She’d missed a few years’ work while the other girls were young, running the house and caring for them all after her mother died, so was one of the first at her mill to be turned off. Her sisters had been working half-time for a while and their father was the only one in full-time work now.


To be without work at all made her feel deeply ashamed. ‘I’ll take over the housework and shopping, and you can be sure I’ll make every penny count,’ she told her sisters. ‘It’s no use me looking for other work. There’s none to be had in the whole town.’


The following morning she kept a smile on her face as she saw everyone off, but when she was alone she couldn’t hold back the tears, allowing herself a few moments’ weakness. Then she wiped her eyes and decided to clean the house from top to bottom. She had some warm water left from breakfast but wouldn’t waste coal on heating more. Water was free, so you could stay clean even if you couldn’t afford to heat it.


Just as she’d filled the bucket, there was a tap on the back door and she opened it to see the little boy from two doors away.


‘I’m hungry, missus,’ Timmy said.


She fought a battle with herself and lost, giving him the crust of bread intended for her own dinner. He was a child born of disgrace and although the mother’s husband had taken on her bastard child as well, everyone knew the poor lad was unloved and wasn’t as well cared for as the other children.


Cassandra sighed as she closed the door on him. You could see Timmy’s unhappiness graven deeply in his face. His three younger half-brothers were bigger and plumper than he was. How could anyone treat one child in the family so badly?


She went back to work, scrubbing the flagstones on the kitchen floor but stopping often to think. Her father had been right all those months ago. The war had indeed stopped most cotton shipments getting through and times were hard now in their small town. People said things would get worse before they got better, which was a terrifying thought.


Some families were already on relief from the Poorhouse Board, others were selling their furniture and spare clothing piece by piece, doing anything rather than accept charity. You lost your independence once you were on relief, because the Board’s officers poked their noses into every corner of your house, making you sell nearly everything you owned before they’d give you any money.


She and her family were managing – thanks to their father’s foresight. There was still money in the tin box in his wardrobe. But it was dwindling more quickly than it should, because Edwin couldn’t help giving to neighbours with tiny children crying for lack of food. It was one thing to see adults clemming, but he couldn’t bear to see children going hungry. And even though he only gave a few pence each time, that was emptying the pot more quickly.


And she’d just given what she’d meant to have for dinner to the neighbour’s child. She’d go hungry today. But Timmy wouldn’t, poor little thing.


When Edwin came home from work a few nights later, he felt sad and weary.


‘The millowner told me this morning he has only enough cotton for three more months,’ he said over tea, which was a meagre meal these days, mainly bread or potatoes with a little butter. ‘And to last even that long, he must turn off more operatives.’ He looked at the twins. ‘You’ll be losing your jobs from next week, Xanthe and Maia. Mr Darston’s trying to keep one person from each family in work, as far as he can, and for us, that’ll be me. He’s a good man, doing his best to spread what work there is fairly.’


‘What will people do if this war goes on and on, and there’s no work at all?’ Maia asked. ‘Already some folk look half-starved. I feel guilty that we still have something to eat every day.’


‘The Queen won’t let Lancashire folk starve to death,’ Edwin said stoutly. ‘When she realises how bad it is, she’ll tell the government to help us, I’m sure.’ He had great faith in Her Majesty, who lived a good life with her husband and children and cared about her subjects.


Xanthe clutched her twin’s hand. ‘I don’t ever want to ask for relief. What if they force us to go into the poorhouse? I’d starve first. It makes me shiver even to walk past that place.’


Edwin could understand her feelings. The Vicar of the parish church, who was responsible for the management of the union poorhouse which served their own and the five neighbouring parishes, was a hard man, who treated the poor as if they’d committed a crime. Any charity offered under his auspices was grudging in the extreme.


The law said conditions inside had to be worse than anything outside, and while most poorhouses in the north refused to implement this rule strictly, the one in Outham kept to the letter of the law. The inmates were kept on a starvation diet while the Vicar went home to stuff his own belly till it looked as if it was going to burst out of his trousers. He also made sure they separated man from wife ‘to prevent fornication’, even the elderly who were beyond that sort of thing.


Edwin didn’t regard this Vicar as a true man of God, which was why he’d become a Methodist in the first place.


‘Going into that place will be the last resort for any of us, the very last,’ he said gently. ‘We can hold out for a good while yet. But if it’s go into the workhouse or die, I hope you’ll choose life, Xanthe love. I certainly would.’


Cassandra came to link her arm in his. ‘I heard today that they’re going to set up a soup kitchen in the parish church for those who’ve no work at all. It doesn’t matter if you’re a member of the congregation or not. It’s to be held there three times a week, Mondays, Thursdays and Saturdays. We can get a meal there on those days and that’ll be a big help.’


Edwin wasn’t sure whether it was a good thing to do this in the parish church. He’d been hoping the Minister of their own chapel, a more compassionate man, would organise something. But the Town Council in its wisdom had decided that all charity efforts were to be combined because help would go further that way. And since the parish church had the biggest hall by far, the soup kitchen was to be held there.


What was the world coming to when his lasses had to go out and eat the meagre bread of charity?


Maia still had two days’ work a week, so on the first Monday the soup kitchen was open, the other three sisters went to get tickets for it. People waited patiently in the long queue outside the church hall, not saying much. It was shaming to depend on charity and they felt the humiliation keenly.


Cotton workers might be used to tightening their belts when there was a downturn in trade, but they weren’t used to this almost total lack of work. Some had already left the town, seeking jobs in the woollen industry of nearby Yorkshire. Others had braved the south, where people spoke differently and the land was softer. It was said there was still work to be found there.


Those men who found it too hard to leave spent their days wandering round Outham like lost souls, not knowing how to fill their time. It was easier on the women, who at least had their homes to keep tidy, their children to care for.


When they got to the front of the queue, Cassandra and her sisters had to answer questions about their circumstances before they could be given anything.


The man from the committee, who was a member of the parish church, questioned them in a sharp, impatient voice, then said curtly, ‘I hope you’ll thank your Maker on your knees for this generosity.’ He waved one hand in a dismissive gesture. ‘Go to the next table for your meal tickets.’


There a lady asked yet again, ‘Name?’


‘Cassandra Blake.’ She saw the lady write down Cass Blake. ‘That’s not my name.’ Her father had always refused to have their names shortened, saying he’d chosen them because they were beautiful names, belonging to the Greek goddesses he’d read about in the books the Minister had lent him.


The lady stared at her in outrage then turned to the person sitting next to her. ‘The impudence of this creature! She comes here to beg for food then corrects what I write.’


The Vicar came across. ‘Is there a problem, my dear Mrs Greaves?’


‘There certainly is. This young madam has actually dared to correct what I’ve written.’


‘But you asked for my name, then wrote something else down,’ Cassandra protested.


He bent over the long book in which the names were being inscribed. ‘Cass Blake.’


‘My name is Cassandra. I’ve never been called Cass in my life.’


‘My dear young woman, you should be grateful that this lady is generously giving her time to help you and not fuss about such unimportant details.’ He looked down his nose at her. ‘In any case, Cassandra is a most unsuitable name for a person of your station. I don’t know where your parents got that from but I wouldn’t have allowed them to christen you by such a name in my church. Now, take your tickets and move along quickly or I shall have you removed from the hall. The food is over there. One ticket for each day, remember.’


He spoke as if she hadn’t the wit to understand that. She hesitated, feeling outraged. But she’d eaten virtually nothing for more than a day, having slipped most of her portion to her father and Maia the previous night, because they still had to go out to work and because he’d been looking so tired lately.


When she went across to where they were serving the soup, she found herself facing her uncle Joseph’s wife on the other side of the table.


Without a flicker of acknowledgement, her aunt said, ‘Give me your ticket and take a bowl!’


The next lady ladled some soup into the bowl and a third lady passed Cassandra a piece of stale bread and a battered old spoon. ‘Here you are. Don’t forget to take the bowl and spoon to the table over there when you’ve finished.’


Cassandra forced a ‘Thank you,’ then escaped to a trestle table as far away from her aunt’s glare as possible. She set down her food with fingers that trembled, shaken by the encounter. Such hatred!


A short time later she was joined by Pandora, whose cheeks bore red patches and whose eyes were sparkling with anger. ‘That woman put down my name as Dora. Dora! And the Vicar scolded me when I tried to correct her.’


Xanthe followed her, setting the bowl down and splashing soup on to the table. ‘She put me down as Susan.’


A young man came across to join them. ‘I heard what that woman said to you. I think it’s shameful. Absolutely shameful. What right have they to change your names?’


Cassandra watched Pandora smile at him, saw how he blinked. Yet another male was entranced by her youngest sister, who didn’t even seem to notice the effect she had on men. She was definitely the beauty of the family, with hair so dark it was almost blue-black and eyes of a vivid blue.


‘Do you mind if I join you?’ he asked. ‘I’m on my own and I don’t know anyone else here.’


‘You’re welcome to sit with us,’ Cassandra said.


They began to eat. The bread was so stale and hard, they had to dunk it in the soup to soften it, which wasn’t good manners and drew scornful looks from the Vicar as he passed. But you couldn’t waste food.


The hall was soon full. The soup was unappetising, made mainly from cabbage, potatoes and bones, but no one left a drop.


‘Poor thin stuff this is!’ Pandora muttered. ‘I could make better myself. And the bread is days old.’


‘At least it’s not mouldy. And it’s free.’ Xanthe sighed. ‘I can see why Father stopped coming to this church, if that’s how they treat you. Do they think poorer people have no feelings?’


When they went outside, they parted company from the young man and strolled home slowly. People used to walk briskly, Cassandra thought as she saw others sauntering along. Now there were so many long hours to fill, no one hurried.


She looked up to see only a few thin trails of smoke instead of a sky criss-crossed with thick plumes of dark smoke from mill chimneys. It looked wrong, as if this wasn’t their town any more, only a ghost of Outham.


It wasn’t till they were nearly home that Pandora said what they’d all been thinking, ‘Our aunt looked as if she hated us, didn’t she?’


‘Yes. Don’t tell father we saw her. It’ll only upset him.’


Pandora was silent for the length of the street, then said thoughtfully, ‘She always has such a strange look in her eyes.’


‘Never mind her,’ Xanthe said. ‘I want to go and change my library books. At least we’ll be able to do that any time we want now.’


‘I think we’re going to be very grateful for that library,’ Cassandra said. ‘At least reading costs us nothing.’


Joseph Blake closed his grocery store at nine o’clock that night as usual, saw his employees off the premises and locked up. He walked reluctantly up the stairs to the comfortable rooms where he and his wife had lived ever since her parents died. He’d eaten a meal with Isabel at six o’clock, seen what a foul mood she was in and claimed an urgent need to finish some accounts in the shop. There, as he supervised his employees and attended to the more important customers himself, he’d tried to work out what she could be so angry about this time.


She was often in a bad mood these days, it seemed. Their poor little maidservant was regularly reduced to tears, but Dot needed the work, because her family had no other source of income, so had to put up with it. If Joseph had tried to intervene, Isabel would have been even harder on the girl, so he bit his tongue and contented himself with slipping Dot the occasional treat from the shop, a broken biscuit or the untidy scraps of ham. He knew Isabel kept an eye on how much their maid ate and wasn’t generous.


Perhaps his wife had seen his nieces while she was out. That always put her in a bad mood. They were fine-looking girls and the youngest one was truly beautiful. He was sorry he didn’t know them, but Isabel had made it very clear before they married that if he wanted her, he had to sever all connection with his brother, and he’d given her his word, thinking he’d persuade her to change her mind later. But she never had. She came from high church stock and was proud of that, wanted no truck with those she called ‘canting Methodists’.


Only it seemed to him that she was the one doing the canting, mouthing meaningless religious phrases and living in exactly the opposite way to what the Bible taught. She’d been extremely jealous of his brother Edwin’s wife Catherine, who hadn’t been exactly beautiful but whose smiling face and kindly ways made friends for her everywhere. Isabel had few friends and her plain face was made even plainer by her sour expression.


It might have been different if they’d been able to have children. When they were first married, Isabel had carried one for seven months, seeming to soften and grow kinder with each month. But then she’d lost the baby, nearly dying herself in the process. She’d been too narrow and the birth had torn her inside, the doctor said. He’d added that she’d not be able to carry any more children to term so should avoid getting with child again.


She’d been ill for so long they’d moved in here with her parents, where her mother could look after her. And they’d not shared a bed from that day onwards. Which was a relief.


He’d soon learned to spend as much time as he could in the shop, had quickly understood why his father-in-law also did this. You could always find something to do there, checking the shelves, making sure the boy took out the deliveries promptly, seeing the salesmen from the various firms from whom they bought stock, or just sitting quietly after the shop closed, ostensibly checking the account books but in reality reading a newspaper or book.


When his parents-in-law died, he changed the shop’s name to Blake’s Emporium, which angered his wife but for once he’d stood up to her. He’d carried on running it in much the same way as before, however, because his father-in-law had been a good businessman.


Since the war in America things had changed. There was no need to order as much stock these days, because the Cotton Famine had affected people at every social level. The more affluent folk were unlikely to stop buying the basic necessities and wouldn’t starve like their poorer neighbours, which meant he would continue to make a living. But nearly everyone in the town had had to cut back their expenses, so his profits had gone down.


No putting it off any longer. He made sure the flaring gas lights were all safely extinguished and climbed the stairs to their living quarters.


Isabel was sitting waiting for him in her armchair near the fire, back stiffly upright, mouth tightly pursed, hands clasped in her lap. ‘How did business go today?’


‘Takings are down, but we’re still making a decent enough living.’


‘You should dismiss the youngest lad to keep the profits up.’


‘There are no other jobs in town and he’s the sole support of his family, so I’ll keep him on for as long as I’m able.’


‘My father would have dismissed him long before this.’


‘I’m not your father.’


She made an angry growling sound in her throat, but he didn’t care because she had no power to change anything. The shop had been left to him not her, thank goodness, because Mr Horton hadn’t believed women were able to understand business.


‘I’ll ring for our cocoa and biscuits,’ she said abruptly.


It wasn’t till they were sitting in front of the fire that she revealed the cause of her bad mood. ‘I saw those girls today. Three of them, anyway, I don’t know where the other one was. They came to the soup kitchen.’ Her narrow chest heaved with indignation as she added, ‘Like beggars! I was so mortified I didn’t know where to look. I didn’t acknowledge them, of course.’


He was surprised. ‘Are they that short of money? I’d have thought Edwin would still be earning something.’


‘They must be out of work or they’d not have been given tickets. I dread to think what people will be saying behind our backs, knowing we have relatives seeking charity like that.’


‘A lot of folk in the town need help now. It’s not my nieces’ fault there’s no work for them.’


‘Trust you to take their side. I’m sure those lazy young trollops don’t want to work.’


He didn’t argue, just sipped his cocoa and kept his expression calm as she went on and on. There was no doing anything but endure when Isabel got into this sort of mood, imagining insults where there were none and maligning his nieces, who were decent lasses.


He’d known she wouldn’t be an easy wife, but he hadn’t realised how bad living with her would be. He’d wanted the shop that came with her, the shop where he’d worked hard for ten years, so when it was clear that no other man was likely to marry her, he’d risked asking his employer’s permission to court his thirty-year-old spinster daughter.


His brother Edwin had hungered for learning but Joseph had hungered for money and comfort. Most of all, for a shop of his own.


He’d thought having children would soften Isabel. Now he knew nothing would ever soften her. Her mind was so warped with spite and temper, he sometimes questioned her very sanity.


But he would keep his promise to her father: he would always look after her, however difficult she was, in return for being given the shop.
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In late November the whole country was outraged by the Trent Incident, when a US Navy vessel from the Northern States stopped and boarded a Royal Mail steamer which had just started its voyage from Cuba to England. At gunpoint they removed two passengers, who were Confederate diplomats on a mission to London.


The nation erupted into rage, and even those hungering from lack of cotton forgot their woes for a time as they expressed their outrage. Britain wasn’t at war with America, either North or South, but had declared its neutrality. The Americans had no right to do this! Many people clamoured for war to be declared on the North.


Edwin shook his head over this. ‘War’s a shameful way to settle a quarrel and I’m sure our dear Queen won’t allow it.


‘The Northern Captain was wrong, though,’ Cassandra protested. ‘He had no right to stop a British ship.’


‘No right at all.’ He smiled at her. He loved the way she understood what was happening in the world, though some folk said it wasn’t women’s business.


The Blake sisters, fretting over their lack of work, were more upset by the news their father brought home in early December about the local cotton industry. His employer had told him that twenty-nine mills in Lancashire had now stopped production and over a hundred others were on half-time.


‘So many people out of work, so many going hungry,’ said Maia. ‘Why does no one set up proper relief schemes to help us, instead of these soup kitchens?’


‘They’re talking about setting up a work camp for men just outside town,’ Edwin said. ‘Breaking stones.’


‘But that’s work for convicts!’ Pandora exclaimed.


‘It’s the Vicar’s idea. He’s a hard man, Saunders is, says people should be grateful for any work and at least the town can use the stones to mend the old roads and make new ones. They’re going to pay the men a shilling a ton for the stones they break.’


There was silence, then Cassandra asked, ‘How long will it take to break up a ton of stones?’


‘A day, they tell me, perhaps a little less if a man is strong.’


‘Six shillings a week isn’t enough to feed a family properly!’


‘No.’


‘Well, I’d do anything to earn money again,’ Xanthe said, ‘even break stones. But they won’t let women do that. We always have to depend on our menfolk.’


‘And you’ve only got me,’ Edwin said. ‘I wish you’d married, my dear girls, at least one or two of you, so that you could have strong young men to depend on, not an old fellow like me.’


‘I’ll not marry till I meet a man I can love and admire,’ Xanthe said, ‘and who will recognise that I’m able to think just as well as him.’


‘I sometimes wonder if there are men like that for women of our class,’ Maia said sadly.


Cassandra was more concerned about the way her father had spoken of himself as ‘old’. He’d talked like that a few times lately. Was he feeling his age?


And he was right. What would they do if anything happened to him, especially now?


December was a very mild month, which was a godsend for people unable to afford fuel to heat their homes. But the end of the month was heavy with sorrow for the whole nation, because on the 14th the Prince Consort died. Everyone prayed for their Queen in the various churches and chapels. They’d all experienced loss of a loved one, after all, and knew how painful it was.


But the newspapers said the Queen was inconsolable, her grief going beyond the normal measure.


‘That poor lady bears a heavy burden as monarch,’ Edwin said. ‘She needed Prince Albert’s support even more than other women need their husbands. And she lost her mother last March as well, so it’s been a sad year for her. But at least she has her children to comfort her. Children are a wonderful consolation, a sign that life will continue.’


He looked round, smiling at his own lasses. ‘I don’t know what I’d have done without you after your mother died.’ Then he turned to Cassandra and proved his eyesight was as sharp as ever. ‘Take back that piece of potato you just slipped on to my plate. We’ll share what there is. I don’t want you going hungry for me.’


‘You’ve looked so tired lately.’ And had hardly touched his Greek books.


‘I’m growing old. I’m sixty now, after all.’


She didn’t say it but her uncle was two years older and yet he looked rosy and vigorous. Perhaps good food would make a difference to their father? Only she didn’t know how to get it for him. ‘You’d tell us if anything was wrong with you, wouldn’t you?’


‘I’m just tired, that’s all, my dear lass. No need to worry about me. And Mr Darston says he’ll keep me in work, at least half-time. He’s a good man, my employer is.’


Since Sunday was fine, Reece Gregory walked the five miles into Outham from the farm where he’d found work and a place to sleep. The Dobsons, who were cousins of his, couldn’t pay him much but they fed him decently, gave him a shilling or two when they were able, and in times like this, that was worth a lot. Better by far than going on relief.


He made his way to the churchyard, intending to sit on the stone bench near the grave of his wife and child. It had been two years now since they died and the sharpest grief had faded, but still he found it comforting to sit there with them from time to time. Heaven knew, he wasn’t the only one to lose a wife in the aftermath of a difficult childbirth, or to have a child who only lived a few days.


This peaceful place was where he thought about his life, tried to make plans and having made them, abandoned them and made others. He’d been drifting for a while now, he knew that, must take himself in hand.


Today, to his disappointment, someone was already occupying the bench, a young woman with a book in her hand, though she seemed to be doing more staring into the distance and sighing than reading.


He took a step backwards, intending to find somewhere else to sit, but his feet made a crunching sound on the gravel and she looked round.


‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you,’ he said.


The Town Hall clock began to chime the hour and she got to her feet. ‘It’s a good thing you did. It’s time I went home.’


She dropped her book and he bent to pick it up, glancing at its title instinctively: A Journey to Egypt. It was a heavy tome for a young woman to read, but he’d have read anything he could lay his hands on. He’d always loved reading, but there were no books at the farm, except for the few he’d brought with him, and he’d read those till he nearly knew them by heart.


He smiled as he recognised the title. ‘I’ve been a member of the library since it opened. I read this book a few years ago. It made me long to see Egypt.’


She smiled as she took it from him. ‘Me, too. I’ve never been anywhere but Outham, and I don’t suppose I ever shall. But if we can’t travel, at least we can see these places through the eyes of those more fortunate than ourselves.’


It popped out before he could think what he was saying. ‘Most women have no desire to travel.’


She put up her chin. ‘Well, I’m not most women. I had the good fortune to be brought up by a father who taught his daughters to learn about the world. Have you read the same author’s book about Greece?’


‘No. And I doubt I shall. I’m working on my cousin’s farm now the mill’s closed down and I can’t get into town at any time the library is open. I just come in on Sundays sometimes to visit my wife’s grave.’


‘She must have died young.’


‘Twenty-four. Childbirth.’


‘I’m sorry for your loss.’


‘It happened two years ago. The worst pain has faded now.’ He smiled, finding her face very attractive, lit up as it was by intelligence.


She nodded and started to walk away, then turned round and came back. ‘Look – I could get books out of the library for you, if you like, and give them to you on Sundays. I hate to think of anyone starved for something to read.’


He was surprised by her offer, which she’d made as one equal to another. ‘Would you trust me to bring the books back?’


‘You don’t look like a villain. I’ll need to know your name and address, though, for the librarian, and perhaps you could sign a piece of paper asking for me to borrow books in your name. Why don’t you come to my house now and do that, then I can have a book ready for you next week.’ She offered him her hand, as a man would have done. ‘I’m Cassandra Blake.’


He took her hand and shook it. ‘Reece Gregory. I think you must be related to Edwin Blake.’


‘Yes, he’s my father.’


That explained her open ways. Everyone knew that Blake had raised his daughters to read and think freely. There were those who said too freely, but thoughts should fly free, in Reece’s opinion.


‘I met your father at a lantern lecture, and once or twice at the library since. He’s an interesting man to talk to.’ He watched her smile light up her narrow face into near beauty.


‘He’s the best of fathers. He always makes me think about the world in ways I’d never have conceived on my own.’


‘How are you managing?’ No need to explain what he meant by that. It was a very common question these days.


She shrugged. ‘Dad is still on half-time. My sisters and I go to the soup kitchen three days a week.’


At the house Reece renewed his acquaintance with Edwin, shocked at how the older man had aged in the last few months. He agreed to come there the following Sunday to pick up the book they chose for him then walked slowly back to the farm, enjoying the fine but chilly day, wishing he didn’t have to live in another man’s house and behave as if he was a young man again. He’d been a man in charge of his own affairs before this damned war in America.


He thought about Cassandra Blake several times that week. She was a strange young woman, not like any he’d met before, expressing her opinions as freely as a man – and having more sensible opinions than most of the men he knew, too. And she might not be beautiful, but her eyes sparkled with intelligence as she talked and he wanted to spend more time with her.


He tried not to think such thoughts. A man with no means of earning a living had no right to be attracted to a young woman.


In January 1862 Wigan set up a Relief Committee to deal with the results of the Cotton Famine, the first town in Lancashire to do this in a thorough way.


It took until late March for the Poorhouse Board to come round to the idea of doing the same thing in Outham, and even then, they discussed it for weeks before actually doing anything. They should have started long before, Cassandra thought angrily, not doled out tiny amounts of relief to individuals here and there, forgetting others who were too proud to ask for help. The two soup kitchens now running, one in the parish church, the other in the Roman Catholic church, weren’t nearly enough. No one stayed strong and healthy on a few bowls of thin soup a week.


From now on, food was to be provided every day and there was to be a collection of clothes for children and babies, because even at times like this, new life still made its way regularly into the world. More men were to be set to work on breaking stones and it was to be better organised – which was desperately needed. The man in charge was a verger at the parish church, who didn’t know anything about the task. The new foreman was more experienced – and kinder, too, it was whispered.


Sewing classes were to be set up for the women and girls and those who attended would be paid. Cassandra and her sisters waited impatiently for this to be organised. What did the Board think people would do in the meantime? Sell their possessions, that’s what, she thought angrily. Some people had little left now except the clothes on their backs.


She was glad she’d never married because though it hurt her to see how unhappy her sisters were, how much worse must it be to watch the suffering of children born of your own body? Or to see them die? The number of paupers’ funerals was increasing steadily, and the ones with tiny coffins always brought tears to her eyes. As for little Timmy down the street, he was thinner than ever and she had nothing to spare for him.


With a sigh she slipped a little extra food on to her father’s plate as she served their simple meal and contented herself with what was left, spreading it out on her own plate to look like more. But as she looked down at her hand she was struck suddenly by how thin it had become. Two meagre meals a day were not enough. She glanced furtively at her sisters. They were the same, far thinner than before, their clothes hanging on them, their skin pale and their hair dull.


How much longer was this war going to continue? Did the people fighting it know how badly Lancashire was affected? Did the rest of England know?


Livia Southerham was always happy to escape from her in-laws’ house and go for a brisk walk on the moors with her new husband. She strode out beside Francis, glad the day was mild and she’d not been penned indoors with the other ladies of the family, who were far less vigorous than she was.


‘Did you have another talk with your father this morning? Do you know yet how long we’re going to be staying with your parents?’ she asked as they paused for a breather on the tops, where the dry stone walls ended and the moors took over from the farms.


He put one arm round her shoulders and sighed. ‘I’ve not yet managed to persuade Father to give his blessing for our move to Australia. I’m not asking him to give me a fortune, but we do need some money from him to set us up out there. He could easily afford to give me a share of my inheritance now, instead of leaving it to me when he dies.’


She didn’t say that his father was being cautious because from all accounts, he’d seen his son’s enthusiasms for various projects wax and wane before. But Francis was so eager about emigrating, had heard from his cousin in the Swan River Colony, and was being very practical about the whole matter. Well, as practical as such an easy-going man could ever be.


‘I don’t believe it’ll be easy to make a fortune,’ Francis went on, ‘Why should it be any different there to here? But Paul says there are excellent opportunities for an energetic man, and if we make a decent living, it’ll be enough for me.’


‘For me, too. I thought your father was softening a little from the way he spoke last night at dinner.’


‘So did I. But my mother hates the idea of me leaving England and has begged him not to fund us.’


‘She’ll miss you.’


‘She’ll miss controlling me, you mean.’


She heard how bitter his voice was and could only squeeze his arm in sympathy. Francis had been sickly as a child and had been a little spoiled, perhaps. He’d been educated at home and not raised to work or earn money. But he was the youngest son and once their parents died, his brother was unlikely to fund him.


‘I’m going to start learning about caring for sheep and cows,’ he said abruptly. ‘I’ll pretend to go out riding in the mornings, but instead I’ll be working on a farm. I met a man called Reece Gregory the other day when I was walking on the tops. He’s working for his cousin, who is a farmer and has said I can work alongside them, if I want. Reece has even offered to lend me some clothing so that Mother won’t suspect how I’m spending my days.’


There. That was truly practical, Livia thought. Could his father not see that this was not a passing fancy? ‘I wish I had something to take me out of the house and occupy my time.’


‘Why don’t you offer to help out with the relief programmes they’re setting up for those who have no work?’


She grimaced. ‘It’d mean working with the Vicar. I’m not fond of Mr Saunders – or of his band of lady helpers.’


But in the end, desperate to get out of the overheated house and away from her mother-in-law’s inanities, she took up his suggestion and volunteered her services to the ladies’ committee. And of course they took her up on this offer eagerly, because the county gentry didn’t usually mingle with the ‘shopocracy’, as her mother-in-law called the town’s ladies scornfully.


Perhaps she could do some real good until they left England, as she had when she helped her father in his parish duties before her marriage. She hoped so.


When Reece went back to the Blakes’ house the following week, he found Edwin ready for a chat, and a book about Australia waiting for him, Our Antipodes by a Mr Mundy.


‘Cassandra chose this. She said you enjoyed books about travel.’


‘I do.’ Reece opened it and stared hungrily at the pages filled with information, then realised this was bad manners and closed it resolutely. ‘Is she not here today?’


‘She and her sisters have gone out for a walk. They’ll be back soon to make us a cup of tea.’


Clearly, Reece was expected to sit and chat, and he did, finding Edwin’s wry observances about the world entertaining. But what he really wanted was to see Cassandra again, even if his interest in her was hopeless at present.


When the four sisters returned, he accepted a cup of tea but refused anything to eat, knowing how short of food most people were. ‘I eat better than most at the farm, even though my relatives can’t pay me much of a wage.’


‘Shall you stay on there?’ Cassandra asked.


‘Until I see my way more clearly. I’ve come to realise that I don’t want to go back inside a cotton mill. I like the fresh air and feel healthier for it, and I enjoy caring for animals. My cousin Sam works with wood and he’s sharing his skills with me, while Ginny makes cheeses to sell at market and that’s interesting too.’


As he walked back, with the precious book tucked inside his jacket to protect it, Reece felt happier than he had for a good while. He’d made some new friends and – an image of Cassandra popped up in his mind and he knew it was more than that. He’d met an intelligent woman with a lively interest in the world, who attracted him in so many ways.


Till better times came, they could at least be friends, couldn’t they?


He looked down at the book. It’d be particularly interesting to read about Australia and find out why Francis Southerham couldn’t stop talking about that faraway country.


‘He’s a fine young man, that one,’ Edwin said after Reece had left.


His daughters all stared at him suspiciously.


‘Are you matchmaking, Dad?’ Xanthe asked.


He shrugged. ‘No harm in you meeting a fellow or two. How else are you to get wed?’


‘A man who isn’t in proper employment can’t afford to wed,’ Pandora protested. ‘And anyway, Reece is too old for me.’


‘And too solemn for me,’ Xanthe said.


‘He doesn’t take my fancy at all, too dark and serious.’ Maia turned to tease Cassandra. ‘So that leaves you. Shall you go a-courting Reece, love?’


Her sister surprised everyone, herself included, by blushing. She tried to cover it up by saying loudly, ‘Don’t be silly!’ and clearing up the teacups, but she was only too aware of the raised eyebrows and knowing looks of her family.


To her relief they said nothing more about Reece Gregory. Nor did she.


But in bed that night she admitted to herself that he was ... more interesting than most. She had really enjoyed talking to him, felt comfortable walking with him as well, because he was taller than her, unlike most men. And what had Maia meant by saying he was ‘too dark’? She loved his dark hair and his dark brown eyes. He was actually very good looking, not a pretty boy, but a man grown.


By June of 1862, the Blakes had little left in their pot of money.


‘Dad, you can’t give any more to people,’ Cassandra said. ‘Not a single penny. We need all you bring home for ourselves.’


‘I can’t see a babby starve to death.’


‘Can you see us starve to death instead?’


The anguish on his face upset her, but he had to face facts. Without his generosity, their savings would have lasted much longer.


When it was announced that sewing lessons were at last to start up for women who had no work due to the lack of cotton, it seemed like a godsend to the sisters. They would be paid sixpence each if they attended for four hours and worked hard, it appeared.


‘Other relief committees offer ninepence,’ Pandora grumbled. ‘Mary’s cousin gets that much where she lives, anyway.’


‘We must be glad of anything we can earn,’ Maia said, ever the peacemaker.


‘I don’t see why they can’t treat us fairly.’ Xanthe was the angriest of them all about their current predicament, unlike her gentler twin, and was fretting over the lack of meaningful activity to fill her days. She wasn’t looking forward to the classes, knew she would be shown up for her poor sewing skills. Like her sisters she’d rather read than sew or cook. Their mother had taught Cassandra the basics of needlework, but had been ailing after the birth of the twins and hadn’t been able to make the same effort with her other daughters.


After their mother’s death, Cassandra had stayed at home to look after the house and once the three younger sisters started work, the long hours in the mills hadn’t left much time for sewing. Besides, with five adults working, they’d been relatively well off as a family, and had had the money to pay others to make or alter their clothes.


‘Well, at least I’m getting the occasional day’s scrubbing,’ Maia said. ‘I don’t know whether Mrs Matterley from chapel really needs me or whether she’s just doing her bit to help, but I make sure she gets good value for her money. She says she’ll mention me to her friends to help on washing days, just a day here and there, but every little helps. Though I don’t enjoy washing. It leaves my hands so red and sore.’


‘I’d change places with you in a minute,’ Xanthe said with a sigh. Mrs Matterley was very kind to her sister and gave her a hearty meal as well as paying her a shilling for her long day’s work.


She helped Cassandra clear away the dirty dishes and made sure the fire was damped down to save fuel. It was strange how most of the time she wasn’t hungry, or if she was, she didn’t notice it. You just grew used to the empty feeling and the way you had less energy than usual. But then, there wasn’t as much to do, and as long as she got something to eat once a day, she’d manage.


To her horror, Cassandra found that her aunt was in charge of the sewing class. Beyond an outraged widening of her eyes, Isabel Blake again showed no sign whatsoever of recognising her relatives.


They were set to sewing coarse pinafores for the orphanage, working on material which was unpleasantly rough to the touch and which refused to lie neatly. The beginners were shown how to sew straight seams and set to do this simple work. Those with more experience were to baste the pieces of material together, then sew them up once their work was approved.


Their aunt walked round the room, but kept coming back to criticise her nieces’ work, making them unpick what they’d done several times until the other lady helping out with the class stared at her in obvious surprise. Isabel looked down her nose at her nieces, then went across to whisper something to her companion.


After that, the other lady began to pick on them as well and Cassandra wondered what their aunt had said about them. At this rate they’d get nowhere, but continue to work on the same seams, unpicking them again and again, then starting once more on the same crumpled piece of material.


After the sewing class ended, a girl they knew by sight from chapel came across to join them. ‘I heard what that old hag said about you.’


They stopped walking.


‘What did she say?’ Cassandra asked.


‘She said you were all known to be immoral and shouldn’t be allowed in a class with decent girls.’


They gasped in shock. ‘Are you sure she said that?’ Pandora asked.


The girl smiled bitterly. ‘Certain. I’ve learned to lip read because of the noisy machinery at work. Why is she telling such lies about you? She’s your aunt, isn’t she?’


When the other moved on, Cassandra turned to her sisters. ‘You two go home. I’ve an errand to run.’


‘What errand?’ Xanthe asked. ‘We’ve no money to buy anything today except bread.’


‘I’ve got to see someone.’


‘Is this to do with what our aunt said?’ Pandora held on to her sister’s arm to stop her moving away. ‘It is, isn’t it?’


Cassandra shrugged.


‘There’s nothing you can do about that and it doesn’t really matter. We know the truth and so do our friends.’


‘I’m not having her say such things about us. The rumours will spread and some people will believe her, so I’m going to see my uncle and ask him to stop her.’


After a shocked silence, Pandora let go of her. ‘Will he even talk to you?’


‘There’s only one way to find out.’


‘We’re coming too. You shouldn’t face him on your own.’


When they got to the shop her uncle owned, Cassandra hesitated. She’d never been inside it before. The name BLAKE’S EMPORIUM sat across the top of the big windows in huge gold letters. A carriage was waiting outside. Her courage nearly failed her. This place wasn’t for the likes of them.


But the thought of her aunt continuing to blacken their names gave her the courage to enter. Everyone turned to stare at her but she wouldn’t let herself do more than pause just inside the door to get her bearings. There were big mahogany counters on two sides, with a beautifully dressed lady sitting in a chair next to one of them. The walls were lined with shelves piled high with goods of all sorts, unlike the corner shop near their house, where the shelves were nearly empty and only the most basic necessities were now on sale.


Her uncle was standing near a door which must lead into the back. She saw he’d recognised them by the shock on his face. Moving across quickly in case he tried to retreat into the back room to avoid them, she said quietly, ‘May I have a word with you, please, Mr Blake? It’s very important.’ She didn’t call him ‘uncle’ because he didn’t act like one and because she didn’t want to upset him more than was necessary.


A lady standing nearby was looking down her nose at them, so Cassandra put up her chin and stared right back until the other turned away and pretended to fiddle with something on the counter.


Her uncle hesitated.


‘I’m not going away until I’ve spoken to you,’ Cassandra said in a low voice.


‘Go round to the side door in the alley.’ He pointed to his right.


She nodded and led the way out again, her sisters following. They found the door and waited.


As the minutes passed, Xanthe said, ‘I don’t think he’s coming.’


‘If he doesn’t, I’ll go back into the shop.’


‘Is this worth it?’ Pandora asked.


‘Yes, it is. We haven’t got much now, but we still have our good name and I’m not having her telling lies and taking that away from us.’ She took three steps in one direction, then came back. ‘How long is he going to keep us waiting?’


Just as she was about to hammer on the door, it opened and their uncle came out. He was carrying a canvas sack with something heavy and lumpy in the bottom of it.


‘Here. This is what you came for, isn’t it?’


She guessed the sack contained food and for a moment was tempted simply to take it and leave. But that wouldn’t solve the problem that had brought them here. ‘I didn’t come to beg for charity, but to ask you to help us with something else.’


A frown creased his brow and he glanced over his shoulder as if making sure no one could overhear them. ‘What?’


‘It’s your wife.’ Cassandra saw him stiffen and rushed into speech before he could go inside and shut the door on them. ‘She’s been telling people that we’re immoral. And we’re not. I want you to make her stop. We value our good names.’ The shock on his face made it clear he hadn’t known anything about this.


He looked from one girl to the other. ‘You’re sure of this?’


Cassandra nodded. ‘Certain.’


He sighed. ‘No, I know you’re not immoral. I’d have heard about it if you were. You find out everything that happens in a town sooner or later when you own a shop. I’ll speak to my wife.’


‘Thank you.’ Cassandra turned on her heel.


His voice followed her, low, as if he was still afraid of being overheard. ‘Take the food anyway.’


She turned back. ‘If you can’t even speak to your brother, how can we accept your charity?’


Another silence while he stared at her as if he’d never really seen her before. ‘You’re very proud, for folk who’re starving.’


‘We’re not starving.’


‘You may not be starving, but you’re all very thin and you have that hollow-cheeked look people get when they’re not eating enough.’


Still Cassandra hesitated. She hated to accept charity, especially such grudging charity, absolutely hated it.


Xanthe stepped forward. ‘I’ll take the sack, uncle, and thank you for it, too. We aren’t starving, but we are often hungry.’


Cassandra marched away, ignoring the sack. Xanthe picked it up and followed her.


When they were out of hearing, Cassandra said in a low, furious voice, ‘Why did you take it?’


‘Because Dad’s looking ill and needs better food. He’s as bad as you, trying to give us his share.’


‘We’ll have to tell him where we got the food.’


‘He’ll be pleased. It upsets him to be estranged from his brother.’


Cassandra felt tears come into her eyes. Xanthe was right. With each month that passed, her father was looking older and more weary. Pride wouldn’t help him, but good food might. ‘I’ll take one end of the sack.’


They’d all do anything for their father.
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The following week their aunt wasn’t at the sewing class. Another woman was helping Mrs Burnham run it, a complete stranger who was introduced to them as Mrs Southerham.


Cassandra recognised the name. The Southerhams were rich people who lived on a big estate outside the town, and Reece knew one of the sons. The new lady didn’t look down her nose at the young women who filed into the big room, more of them today than previously.


Mrs Burnham ticked off the names of those attending, writing down the new ones while Mrs Southerham handed out the same kind of work as last time.


Cassandra took the pieces of material which would form a pinafore and bent her head to her sewing, doing the best she could with the poor material.


‘It’s hard stuff to sew, isn’t it?’


She lifted her head to see Mrs Southerham standing beside her. ‘Yes, ma’am. I’m doing my best, though, truly I am.’


‘I can see that. Yours is by far the neatest work. Have you done any sewing before?’


‘Mostly mending. My mother taught me and as she died when I was fourteen, I had to take over the family sewing – and everything else, too.’ She’d given up mill work for a few years then.


‘I’ve never been inside a mill. The operatives work long hours, I gather.’


‘Yes, and it’s very hard work. But I wish I was back there earning a living, nonetheless.’


Mrs Burnham came across to join them, giving Cassandra an unfriendly look. ‘Is there a problem here?’


‘Not at all. I’m just commending this young woman on her neat sewing. Such difficult material to sew, especially for beginners, and that fabric doesn’t wear well, either. I wonder who chose it.’


‘The Vicar. He doesn’t believe in pampering the pauper brats.’


‘Is it pampering to provide them with garments that are serviceable?’


‘He’s in charge of the charity work in this town and I’m sure he knows what’s best.’


Mrs Southerham smiled. ‘Well, I’m afraid I’m not as sure of his omniscience as you are. I’ve never yet met a man who truly understands about sewing and dress materials.’


A shocked look was her only answer.


‘Anyway, since this young woman already knows something about sewing, I wonder if I could take her to help me with the baby clothes I’m organising? Many of them need mending.’


Silence, then, ‘If I may have a word with you first?’ Ignoring Cassandra, the haberdasher’s wife led the way across the room and the two ladies disappeared through the side door.


Xanthe reached out to give her sister’s arm a quick squeeze of sympathy. Cassandra tried and failed to smile back at her. Her aunt might not be here this time, but clearly she’d spread the rumours far and wide. Anger stirred in her at being treated like this, but she held it back. She couldn’t afford to lose her place in this class, because it meant a glass of milk and a piece of bread each time she attended, as well as sixpence.


But it was so unfair to be treated like this!


In the small room off the Sunday School area, Livia looked at her companion. ‘Is something wrong?’ She tried to keep a pleasant expression on her face, but truth to tell, she didn’t much like this particular coterie of shopkeepers’ wives.
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