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			Prologue

			Those unfamiliar with the pocket-sized town of Southwell were often surprised at how sound carried once dusk fell. Even the smallest of noises bounced off the respectable brick houses and shuttered shopfronts, weaving along narrow alleys and cobbled streets, seeping through cracks in poorly fitted windows. It was a phenomenon that previous clerics of the decaying minster knew well. The order to speak in hushed voices when discussing Church business after dark was as much to ensure that gossip and idle chat wasn’t overheard as any act of piety.

			The first week of September had brought night after night of torrential downpours. They reminded Matthew Alban of the Bible stories his mother had read to him as a child. Unlike the relief Elijah felt at the rain on his back, however, Matthew had been assaulted every evening by shards of needles on his shoulders, causing his arm to tremble as he extinguished the flame of the large lantern hanging outside the coaching inn.

			It was his favourite time of day: Annie, the servant girl in her bed, and the ostlers and pot-boy asleep above the stable. Once the midnight coach departed, it was just him in the night air and he liked to make sure all was secure against the encompassing dark.

			He had long given up leaving a light on for strangers looking for an honest bed for the night. It didn’t matter if they were on horse or foot – he wouldn’t answer the door to them. It made a mockery of him calling his establishment a coaching inn, but he preferred strangers to pass by and seek shelter in other hostelries, leaving him and his regular guests, the ones he knew and trusted, to sleep in peace. He wouldn’t forget the last time he’d opened the door to a stranger banging on the heavy wood as the moon hung swollen in the sky.

			When he was satisfied that all the shutters were secured, Matthew climbed up to his room at the top of the inn and lay on the bed without undressing. He could feel dampness seeping from his underclothes through the rough cotton sheets into the mattress below. He tried to empty his mind to induce sleep, but the uneasy night air made for a suffocating rest. He’d just heard the distant chime of the grandfather clock striking the quarter-hour, when the night was punctured by a shriek of distress. Matthew, against his will, sat bolt upright, his stomach groaning at the effort after a late-night supper of pease porridge. The rain had stopped, he realised, and the silence was enough for the town to give up its secrets. Sure enough, another cry came – this time not of anguish, but of primeval pain.

			This was no animal cry. The farmer at the edge of town had sent his pigs to market on the Saturday of last week and, in any case, Matthew knew it was the sound of a woman in pain. He lifted the damp blanket and, folding it in three, crossed the room to open the window and push it in the space where the shutter met rotten wood and pitted glass. Another cry came – softer this time – but he couldn’t tell if it was the work of his makeshift wadding or that the wounded thing had run out of breath. It didn’t matter either way. Some hurts refuse to heal.

			As he returned to his bed, Matthew was sorry that his father had lost at cards the bullwhip that had been in the family for generations. He knew of a few people he’d like to use it on.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			BRISTOL TO SOUTHWELL AND BACK

			Death is but crossing the world.

			William Penn

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			It was the dream of the pit. Hester had two nightmares and each would wake her in a pool of sweat, crying out in terror. She’d got as far as the earth being shovelled onto her face – hard clods of soil which, had she been able to move, she’d have torn away with her hands. But she was dead, or near it, and she had to lie there until, as a blow crushed her cheek, she woke, gasping for breath. She sat up, aware of an ache in her belly, and groaned as she caught sight of the stained bed sheets. The night had brought her monthly bleed and with it spasms of pain radiating down her legs.

			She rang the bell and Susanna appeared, looking surprised at the summons.

			‘Is anything the matter?’

			Hester swung her legs onto the floor and nodded at the sheets.

			‘Will you help me, Susanna? I’d do it myself, but my insides are on fire.’

			Susanna took charge, stripping linen away from the mattress and bundling it in the corner of the room. She disappeared to fetch clean sheets from the pine chest at the top of the staircase and returned, deftly making up the bed.

			‘You climb back in. Do you have your rags?’

			Hester groaned. ‘I’m all prepared.’

			‘I’ll bring you a hot stone for your back. The pain will ease with heat.’

			‘Amos won’t approve of me idling in bed.’

			Hester felt the thud of apprehension in her chest. Her father wouldn’t enter her chamber – climbing the steep staircase was beyond his ability since his stroke – but his words would be as sour as lemons when she next saw him. Susanna, however, was unimpressed.

			‘I’ll tell him you’re indisposed with women’s problems. That usually shuts men up. What do they know of what we suffer?’

			Nothing, thought Hester. But her father despised weakness in anyone. Pain was to be acknowledged and overcome with the right attitude.

			‘You won’t tell him that you helped with my bed, will you? He’ll be angry if he thinks I’ve relied on you.’

			Servants, in Amos’s opinion, were for attending to the house, not helping out family members encouraged to self-sufficiency at an early age.

			‘Leave him to me.’

			Susanna hurried out at the sound of Amos’s call. The pain continued to radiate from Hester’s abdomen until, hearing her moans, Susanna reappeared with a stick of cinnamon bark for her to chew on. The old remedy worked. After an hour, the agony had subsided to a dull ache and Hester hauled herself up to face the long, dismal day.

			It was an odd chance that she was thinking of her sister, Mercy, while she dressed. Hester had been given the only gown Mercy discarded during her leaving but, as it was a little tight, she’d left it hanging in the wardrobe. She was conscious of showing off her figure a little too improperly, especially in front of her father. However, a bout of vomiting sickness that summer had thinned her and, standing in front of her armoire, she was drawn to the blue wool dress. She pulled it over her, closing her eyes at the scent of her sister’s skin. It was enough to push away the barriers that Hester had erected to anchor herself in the real world. When she opened her eyes again, Mercy was standing in front of her, smiling in the gentle way Hester loved.

			‘Go away,’ she whispered, aghast, and her sister obliged.

			Susanna came in while Hester was dressing, bearing another hot stone.

			‘Oh, you’re up. I told the master that you’d be in bed all morning.’

			‘Then he’ll be pleasantly surprised to see me.’ Hester fumbled at the buttons on her bodice, refusing to acknowledge the thud of dread at the thought of seeing her father when she went downstairs. ‘How is he?’

			‘As usual,’ said Susanna in a lowered voice. ‘What’s the matter with you? Your hand is shaking.’

			‘I saw something, that’s all.’

			‘What?’

			Hester shook her head. She would not mention Mercy to Susanna. The maid knew of the spirits who appeared to Hester, but they were always shadows of the departed. Mercy, surely, couldn’t be dead. The thought was too shocking. Her appearance to Hester just now must simply have been conjured by the act of putting on her sister’s dress.

			Susanna gave her a look. ‘Keep your secrets, then.’

			Susanna was sensitive when it came to Mercy, perhaps because it was she who’d uncovered her original vanishing. They’d breakfasted together as a family in those days, assembling around the table at eight o’clock prompt. There was no reason for the maid to be in Mercy’s room. No one had a morning cup of tea in bed or required help with their dressing. They were all adept at readying themselves for the day.

			Although she’d never admitted to it, Hester suspected that their clever maid must have had an inkling that something was afoot. Servants gossip with those from other families and Susanna certainly liked intrigue. Perhaps she’d also picked up on a new heightened mood in the house. For, instead of sweeping the downstairs floors and brushing out the fires on that cool autumn morning, Susanna had pushed open the door of Mercy’s bed chamber to find the bed unspoiled with a note lying on the pillow.

			Mercy’s last act as a daughter of the Goodwin household was to embrace the Quaker principle of thriftiness. Rather than put an envelope to waste, she’d simply written her message of farewell and folded the paper in half. Amos had never employed illiterate maids. He considered it an affront to the commitment to the education of women. Susanna was perfectly capable of reading a message, even in Mercy’s hasty scrawl, so she was first in the house to discover the secret. Susanna carried the note to Hester’s mother, Ruth, handing it to her and standing respectfully to one side as her mistress read the contents.

			Afterwards, Hester had tried to discover the exact wording of the message, but Ruth wasn’t telling and Susanna chose to deny that she knew. The details emerged soon enough, in any case. Mercy, aged twenty and betrothed to the son of family friends, had eloped with John Philips, tutor to the two young Goodwin sons.

			Hester couldn’t be sure what had shocked her more when her stunned mother told her the news. That Mercy had eloped, an act she’d only read of in thrilling tales smuggled to her by her school friends, or that the object of Mercy’s affections had been Mr Philips, a man with a blemished face and thinning pale hair plastered to his scalp with a stinking lotion. How Mercy and he had managed to speak, let alone form an attachment, no one knew. Hester, alone at night and desperate not to submit to sleep, supposed that love found a way of overcoming obstacles.

			Mercy’s elopement had been the outrage of three years earlier. A scandal, like most scandals, which ignited and died. Hester had loved her sister but mourned her in private. Amos decreed that Mercy’s name was never again to be mentioned within those four walls and they’d obeyed him. Mercy had faded from family history as surely as ink on blotting paper. Hester’s brothers, Asa and Peter, were despatched to school a few minutes’ walk from their house, Amos forever repenting that he hadn’t chosen this form of education at the outset.

			Hester, shaking off thoughts of Mercy, descended the stairs while listening for her father’s call. Sure enough, it came. His strength might have diminished, but his hearing was as sharp as ever. She heard his muffled words.

			‘Is it thee, Hester? Have my letters arrived? The mail is late this morning.’

			‘I’ll check.’

			Hester saw a single envelope sitting on the tin plate. Once, it would have been filled with correspondence addressed not only to the head of the family, but also their mother and occasionally Mercy, too. Now, with her father’s business in decline along with his health, acquaintances had moved their attention to other more prosperous families.

			Hester picked up the envelope and walked the short staircase into the back sitting room, which also doubled as her father’s study since his illness. The house was still, only the ticking of the wall clock and the humming of Susanna upstairs in one of the bedrooms cutting through the silence. Amos was sitting, as usual, in the chair by the window, his broad back to her as she entered the room. He moved his head only slightly to acknowledge another presence. Rather than his habitual anger, this time Hester could sense his fury.

			‘Is it thee, Hester?’

			‘It’s me, Amos.’

			Her father still kept to the old ways, using only ‘thee’ to address his audience – a mannerism that encouraged ridicule from those outside their faith. There were also no distinctions made for familial ties, nor between master and servant. Hester called him Amos, as did Susanna. He’d have it no other way.

			‘Lying abed this morning, Susanna tells me.’

			‘The pain was so great I couldn’t move, Amos.’

			Her father didn’t reply. Hester swallowed, aware that she was still frightened of this man.

			‘I’ve brought you a letter. Just the one arrived this morning.’

			She moved forwards so that he could see her, placing the envelope in his hand. On the climb upstairs, she’d already examined the envelope, noting that the paper was of poor quality, almost translucent in texture, although the writing was confident enough, its bold strokes scoring the surface. Amos studied it for a moment, hesitated, then took a paperknife from his desk and deftly slit the top of the envelope.

			Hester watched him scan the contents. His face, uneven after the stroke that nearly killed him, became waxen in front of her eyes. The lines grooved into the side of his face deepened. Hester, despite her fear, moved towards her father.

			‘Is everything well?’

			‘No,’ he said. ‘Everything is not well. What have I done to deserve such a wayward girl as thy sister Mercy?’

			Hester reached out to grip the back of a wooden chair.

			‘Mercy?’

			Her speaking infuriated him more. With a sweep of his hand, he knocked the inkstand flying, the liquid spraying across the carpet. She bent to retrieve the pot and felt a cuff on the side of her head.

			‘Amos, please.’ She put a hand to her temple, trying to ignore the ringing in her ear.

			He turned his attention away from her and back to the letter, reading through the contents another time. When he’d finished, he replaced the paper in the envelope and fixed his gaze away from her as she climbed to her feet.

			‘Thy sister is dead.’

			The news took her breath away. It explained the morning’s shadowing, as she’d come to call her visions. Mercy who, like her parents, had refused to believe in Hester’s visions, had herself appeared briefly to her from the afterlife as a portent of the news she was about to receive. Feeling her father’s eyes on her, Hester made an effort to compose herself. She must, for the moment, ignore the tingle in her spine at the thought of her shadowings, so long suppressed by Amos’s beatings, beginning again.

			‘Dead? How?’

			She gripped the chair tighter, feeling a splinter slide into her finger. She gasped at the pain but held on to steady herself at the news.

			‘That’s no matter. Where’s Ruth?’

			Hester hadn’t given her mother any thought all morning.

			‘Visiting, I suppose. I’m not sure where she’s gone – she left before I dressed. Susanna might know.’

			‘Find her for me.’

			It was an order from this man who still ruled the house with his iron will.

			‘Of course,’ she replied, desperate to get away from him.

			She climbed the narrow stairs to the first floor, following the sound of Susanna’s humming. At the entrance to the boys’ bedroom, she paused to watch the maid make up one of the small single beds. She stopped when she saw Hester, her lips forming a small circle of surprise.

			‘What’s the matter? Is it Amos?’

			‘Mercy is dead.’ Saying the name gave her courage and she stood firmer in the doorway. ‘A letter came and it says that Mercy has died.’

			‘Never.’ Susanna stared at Hester in shock. ‘Is that who you saw this morning?’

			Hester hesitated. ‘For a moment, yes.’

			‘Oh, Hester. Don’t tell Amos.’

			Little chance of that, thought Hester. ‘Do you know where Ruth is?’

			‘Visiting Mrs Perry. She took worse overnight and your mother was out before breakfast. What happened to Mercy?’

			‘I don’t know. Amos won’t tell me. He only said that Mercy was dead and asked what he’d done to deserve such a child.’

			Susanna crossed the room. ‘You stay here. I can run faster than you.’ She peered closer. ‘Did he strike you? I see a mark on your face.’

			‘Yes.’ Hester’s voice cracked at the unfairness of the blow that stung her scalp. ‘Will you tell Ruth what’s happened? She’ll want to know. You tell her.’

			The permission was, of course, unnecessary. Hester knew Susanna would spill the beans anyway. She was full of repressed excitement as she untied her apron.

			‘I’ll go now.’

			Hester heard the clack of her shoes down the stairs followed by the door shutting. She took a deep breath. She would need to go in to see her father, even though she’d rather have sat to digest the news in the bedroom she and Mercy had once shared. In that small, bare room they’d been confidantes, first of childish fancies but then, as they’d got older, allies in the face of Amos’s brutality and Ruth’s preoccupation with her charity work. Only in the last weeks before her elopement had Mercy withdrawn into herself, hugging her secret tightly. Now, Mercy was dead, the news foreshadowed by the dream of the pit and the vision of Mercy in her altered form. The shadowing had returned.

			But no, she mustn’t think of that. Amos thought he’d beaten out of her the nightmares that had haunted Hester from childhood and the tales of the spirits who disappeared when she tried to speak. According to him, there was only this life and where they went to beyond. No phantoms who flitted between the two. It was the Quaker belief and yet, from her first vision at the age of three, these shadows had appeared to her at times of crisis or when she was sick. Often they were faint outlines, other times recognisable forms like Mercy that morning. For a moment, Hester felt the presence of her sister – a tiny, faint breath against her cheek.

			‘Mercy,’ she whispered. ‘What happened?’

			She listened for a reply but heard only a distant swishing sound followed by a thud. The atmosphere in the house took on a more menacing edge, causing Hester to hurry downstairs to her father’s study. He was slumped over the table, his head turned to one side.

			‘Amos?’

			Hester shook his shoulder, causing him to slide to the floor, his mouth working as he tried to speak. Amos was in the throes of a second stroke. As she kneeled beside him, trying to loosen the neckerchief at his throat, she caught sight of the letter sitting on top of his desk. It had been removed once more from the envelope. Perhaps her father had wanted to reassure himself of the message. Whatever the reason, Hester could see the address written in the same confident scrawl at the top of the letter. It had come from a place called Southwell Union Workhouse. Mercy had died a pauper.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			‘It’ll have to be you, Hester. There isn’t anyone else who can go.’

			Ruth twisted the fringe of her shawl as she sat at the oak table. The ledger where she recorded the family finances was open and Hester saw that a note had been made of the sum of coins handed over to the physician. Amos was confined to his bed after taking a draught of strong-smelling brew to induce sleep. It had done the trick. Her father was in a deep slumber and looked as if he’d already departed this world. Before leaving, the physician had warned that this second stroke might mark a significant deterioration in his faculties. Mercy, by her dying, had done something that her original disappearance had failed to do. It had mortally wounded their father.

			‘Hester, stop daydreaming. It’s always the same. I talk to you and your mind is elsewhere.’

			Hester saw that her mother had dropped the old-fashioned form of address. She’d been brought up in a more enlightened Quaker family but had adopted her husband’s style of language in public. In private, she easily slipped into her old ways.

			‘I was saying, Hester, that it’ll have to be you who sorts this matter out.’

			‘You want me to travel to Nottinghamshire?’

			Hester was struggling to absorb the proposal. She was to be given the duty of representing the family on the long trek north – an unimaginable responsibility while Amos had been fit and well.

			‘You must.’ Ruth picked up the ledger and closed it. ‘I need to know what happened to Mercy. The letter tells us nothing more than that your sister has died.’

			Hester watched her mother closely. She’d always been aware that Ruth had a small part of herself that she didn’t allow anyone in her family to see. Even now, in the throes of her grief, she was holding herself back from Hester.

			‘You could write and ask for more information. The mail arrives quickly these days. We might have more news before the week is out.’

			‘I doubt that very much.’ Ruth’s voice was calm. ‘The workhouses may be new but they’re well governed. There will be a board of guardians, which the clerk will have to apply to for permission to reveal any details about Mercy.’

			‘There’s no hurry, is there? Even if any reply goes through official channels, we can surely wait.’

			A spasm of pain twisted Hester’s insides, but she stood upright in front of her mother, years of training coming to the rescue.

			‘I don’t want to be fobbed off with a few lines. They might condescend to tell me the cause of death, but they’re under no obligation to tell me how she ended up in such a place. Our best chance to discover what’s happened is to call on them in person and for that, I need you, Hester.’

			Despite her misgivings, Hester’s heart leaped in anticipation. The mission was a brief chance of escaping this house and seeing something of the world beyond the confines of Bristol.

			‘Will you tell Amos I’m going?’

			Ruth turned her head. ‘No, I don’t think so. He might not notice your absence in his present state.’

			‘And what do I do when I get there? Arrange Mercy’s funeral?’

			‘Of course not.’ Ruth’s voice was exasperated. ‘Sometimes I forget how young you are, Hester. You’ll find your sister already buried. The letter makes no mention of a funeral, but they don’t wait around with their dead in the workhouses. Mercy will already be in the ground.’

			Hester had no doubt Ruth was right. She was under no illusions how paupers were buried. There wasn’t a poorhouse, school of correction or infirmary she hadn’t entered as part of her visits with Ruth to the needy around the city. Once dead, the destitute were piled together in communal pits. For a moment, her dream flashed into her mind and her legs buckled.

			‘What is it, Hester?’

			Hester hesitated, a lie ready on her lips. But Amos was in the twilight world and couldn’t harm her.

			‘I had a dream again last night.’

			‘Which one?’

			Hester was surprised. Her mother knew of her two nightmares but, under orders from Amos, refused to discuss them. She assumed Ruth had forgotten the details, but she’d remembered there were two.

			‘The pit,’ she said. ‘I was in the pit.’

			Ruth sighed. ‘You never talk of them now. It was too much to hope they’d disappeared. What about the sightings?’

			Hester regarded her mother. Amos might be incapacitated, but the blow she’d received that morning showed she should still be wary of him. Ruth would be compelled to tell the truth if he asked.

			‘No. No shadowing.’

			Liar, whispered Mercy.

			Hester kept her eyes on her mother, who sighed.

			‘We can at least be thankful for that. Are you sure you’re up to the journey?’

			‘Of course. I’ll do it for Mercy’s sake.’ Hester coughed at her hypocrisy, the flutter of excitement still in her belly. ‘What questions do you want me to put to the master?’

			‘First of all, you find out where Mercy is buried. This is for Amos’s sake as well as mine. When he recovers, he’ll want to know this, I’m sure.’

			Recovers? thought Hester. This was surely optimistic given the physician’s words. Her mother, as if reading her thoughts, made a knot in the fringe she was twisting.

			‘As you know, Friends aren’t buried with the herd. We’ve fought hard for these exemptions. In Bristol, Quakers, poor or otherwise, are given single plots by Hermit’s Cave. There must be similar arrangements in Southwell. Mercy wouldn’t have hidden her upbringing. It’s to be hoped she’s had a Quaker burial.’

			‘But what if she’s buried in the parish churchyard? None of us know what life Mercy was leading.’

			Already, Hester could see she was on a fool’s errand. Whatever news she brought back, it was unlikely to be good.

			‘Then you come back and tell me. Your father will ask when he recovers and I’ll need to think of something to say.’

			‘All that way simply to find Mercy’s grave.’

			It was like an itch that she shouldn’t scratch – the need to throw the worst at her mother. It was the dream’s fault. The pit. It rocked her equilibrium and made her petty.

			The look Ruth gave her daughter was full of hurt.

			‘One day, when you have a daughter of your own, you’ll do well to remember those words. You’re doing it for me as well. I want you to visit Mercy’s grave and tell me what her resting place is like.’

			‘Once I’ve found the grave, then what?’

			‘Hester, I want to know how Mercy died. I won’t be able to rest until I know. Workhouses have fevers that run through inmates. Typhoid, smallpox, cholera outbreaks, too. Ask the master. If necessary, find the physician who attended her, if there was one. Workhouses have doctors – not resident, but they usually call on the same one. Find out for me.’

			The enormity of the task began to dawn on Hester.

			‘Are you sure they’ll tell me? Perhaps they’ll only deal with the head of the household.’

			‘Nonsense. You’re of full age and from a respectable family. I shall send a response to the workhouse letter on the night mail coach telling them to expect you. You can leave the day after tomorrow. They’ll be aware of your arrival.’

			Ruth stood, finally relinquishing her shawl, and crossed to the window, where she gazed out onto the street.

			‘I’d rather have gone myself, but I can’t be spared here. We’ve given you a decent education and you’re sensible enough when you’re not imagining things.’ She paused, perhaps not convinced by Hester’s denial of recent sightings. ‘Stand firm when dealing with those in charge. My experience is that they treat you well once they’ve got your measure. You know this from our hospital visits.’

			Hester nodded, although she hoped that the workhouse wouldn’t be as dispiriting as Bristol Infirmary. Each time she visited, she recoiled from the smell of blood and gangrenous wounds. Workhouses were an unknown quantity, although she’d heard they were generally well run under the governance of a master and matron.

			‘Will you be all right, Ruth?’ Hester asked, aware that while she was in another part of the country her mother would be confined to the sickroom, nursing an ill-tempered husband.

			Ruth turned and made a face. ‘Your father needs complete rest and will expect me by his side. Asa and Peter can stay with Cecily for the rest of the week, or possibly longer depending on Amos’s recovery.’

			That would please her brothers. Their aunt Cecily had a clutch of young sons, and the boys would be happier with their cousins than in this house of illness and silence.

			‘Then I’ll go. And where will I stay?’

			‘I’ll also send a letter by the mail coach to Dorothea Francombe. She’s a school friend and lives near Southwell. You can stay with her overnight.’

			She must be one of her mother’s large network of Friends she corresponded with each week. This meant she’d be worthy, godly and deadly dull. Hester dreaded to think what she’d say when they discovered Mercy had ended her days in a workhouse near their home.

			‘Dorothea and I were close at school and we’ve kept in touch since.’

			Hester hesitated. ‘What shall I tell her about what’s happened?’

			Ruth returned to her vigil at the window.

			‘You can be honest with Dorothea. I’ll tell her what I know in my message. She’s a woman of the world. She’ll receive my note by tomorrow and will meet you from your coach. You’ve a long journey ahead. There’s plenty of time for them to get the household ready to welcome you.’

			Hester thought of the mail coach speeding through the countryside with her mother’s letters in the mail bag. How much quicker it would be than her own journey by stagecoach.

			‘Will I be riding outside?’ she asked, her voice overeager.

			Ruth, exasperated, shot her a look.

			‘This isn’t a weekend jaunt to the country. Of course you won’t be riding above the carriage. I can afford an inside place for you. I’ve sent Susanna to the booth at the coaching inn to find the quickest way to get you there. I’d rather you avoided changing at London, if possible.’

			London. How she longed to visit the capital, even if it was to catch a glimpse of the city from a speeding coach.

			Her mother’s voice grew wistful. ‘I wish I was going with you to see Dorothea. I have such fond memories of our childhood. She’s a widow now, although I can’t quite see her in mourning. She also has a daughter a similar age to you.’

			‘That’ll be nice,’ Hester said without much hope. ‘I’m sure I won’t need to call on their generosity too much. I’ll concentrate my efforts on the workhouse.’

			‘Hester.’

			She stopped at the note in her mother’s voice.

			‘I want you to find out why Mercy was in the Southwell Union, but be careful. People, including the poor, keep their secrets close. Be careful how you phrase your questions.’

			‘Mercy eloped with Mr Philips. Can’t I ask what happened to him?’

			‘If you must, but it’s unlikely to be good news. We must be down as next of kin for the Southwell Union to write to us.’

			‘Perhaps Mercy was a widow. It would at least account for her presence at the workhouse.’

			‘Or deserted,’ said Ruth, her eyes meeting her daughter’s. ‘Let’s not be fools. We owe Mercy at least that. If she was abandoned, however, leave it at that. I don’t want to know what happened to Mr Philips.’

			‘The letter mentions nothing of him?’

			Hester saw Ruth hesitate before she took the envelope from the table and passed it to her.

			‘You might as well be in full knowledge of the facts as we know them. You’ll get a sense of who you’ll be dealing with from the phrases Mr Kirkham uses.’

			Hester took the note from Ruth’s hand and skimmed through the letter signed by a Richard Kirkham, master of the Southwell Union Workhouse. His writing was a nauseating mixture of obsequiousness and pomposity. The writer was sorry to inform Mr Goodwin that his daughter was dead this very morning and it was his unfortunate task to tell next of kin. He was sure we would wish to know of Mercy’s sad and untimely death.

			Hester handed the letter back to her mother.

			‘Horrible.’

			‘Yes. It’s rather a shock to be on the receiving end of such language. I hope I don’t come across so pleased with myself during my visits around the city.’

			‘I’m sure you don’t.’ Hester paused, thinking of how she and her mother had blithely crossed the city with little regard to how they were being perceived. ‘I hope I don’t, either.’

			Her mother grimaced. ‘An attitude such as this takes years to perfect. You can count yourself safe in that regard.’

			‘Poor, tragic Mercy.’

			Hester thought back to her sister as she’d last seen her – calm and composed as they’d walked together to see the construction of the bridge at Clifton beginning. They’d stood at the edge of the gorge watching the men shouting across at each other. Mercy must already have been plotting her escape with John Philips.

			‘I wonder how she ended up in the workhouse,’ said Hester.

			Her mother wiped a hand across her forehead.

			‘It’s a place of last resort, like all workhouses. Mercy will have gone there because there was nowhere else to go.’

			But there was the family . . . The thought hovered between Hester and her mother and she saw her mother turn so she didn’t have to look her daughter in the eye.

			‘I’d like some answers, Hester. For my own peace of mind.’

			Hester nodded. ‘I shall discover what happened to Mercy and come straight home.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			It was an adventure, thought Hester. However appalled she was feeling at her sister’s death, it would allow her to briefly experience freedom from her Bristol life. While she packed her trunk, her mind raced in anticipation of what was to come. Even the thought of the horses galloping full speed through the countryside, rather than the sedate trot of the cart they usually hired for days out, made the journey more thrilling. And, joy of joys, she was going via London.

			Susanna had come back from the inn bursting with the news. If she was to reach the workhouse quickly, she’d need to take the coach from The Bush Tavern to The Swan with Two Necks in Lad Lane, London. From there, she could travel to Nottingham and pick up the Saturday market coach to Southwell.

			The trip would take over a day and necessitate a change of horses every twelve miles or so to keep up the pace. Hester would leave Bristol at midnight and arrive at dawn the day after next. Night travel had once been viewed as dangerous and uncomfortable, but the roads had been rid of highwaymen. A network of innkeepers along the way would be keeping an eye out for any itinerant robbers looking to prey on a solo female traveller.

			It was Susanna who accompanied Hester to the coach. Ruth wasn’t willing to leave her husband and the boys had already been despatched to their aunt’s. They were both in high spirits as they walked to the tavern, Hester’s trunk already sent to the coach by cart. Together, they tried to think of what they knew about Nottinghamshire.

			‘Lace,’ said Susanna, her eyes dropping to the plain costume of Hester. ‘On a fine dandy, frothing at his throat and on his cuffs.’

			‘Robin Hood,’ said Hester, her head full of the tales she’d read as a child, the books hidden from her father.

			They paused, struggling to come up with any other references.

			‘I feel as if I’m going to the New World,’ she said to Susanna, shivering from the wind at her back as the mild September’s day began to cool. ‘It feels so far away.’

			‘You’ll be there and back before you know it. Have you had any other sightings?’

			Hester shook her head. ‘None at all.’ She stopped. ‘If Ruth asks, tell her nothing. I mentioned I had a nightmare the morning we heard of Mercy’s death. She’s suspicious that I’m holding something back.’

			‘She’ll get nothing out of me.’ Susanna reached down to squeeze her hand. ‘Listen to that.’

			They could hear the noise of the coaching inn two streets away. There was an air of excitement, the cries and calls of people on the move. Hester was astounded to see an assortment of carriages – gigs, chaise-carts, stagecoaches – lined up outside the tavern on Corn Street, all of them ready to depart.

			‘Where are all these people going?’ she asked Susanna.

			‘Bath, Birmingham, Exeter. You name it, there’s a coach that’ll take you there. You won’t see much of London, mind. It’ll be a quick change for the Nottingham connection but, once you’re on it, you can keep your seat until you take the market coach to Southwell.’

			Hester was transfixed by the hubbub of activity, from ostlers taking charge of the horses, farriers inspecting hooves and bootboys running between coaches as the landlord shouted orders. Hawkers peddled their wares for the journey and the smell of stale beer permeated the air. She saw Susanna fascinated by two women of dubious repute standing to one side.

			‘Don’t stare.’

			Susanna’s eyes widened as the pair were approached by two gentlemen who followed the women up an alleyway.

			‘They’ll most probably be at it up against a wall.’

			‘Susanna!’

			Hester laughed in shock, the act releasing the knot in her stomach that had appeared at the news of Mercy’s death. Her maid went up to the window of the booth, inside from which a clerk pointed out one of the waiting carriages – a tall cab pulled by four horses that were snorting with impatience.

			Hester boarded the coach, closely followed by two men, who rushed from the dining room at the inn, complaining that they hadn’t been given enough time to eat their meal. The two gentlemen took seats opposite each other and promptly fell asleep. They might have been cheated out of the food, but judging by the ripe smell, they’d availed themselves of the alcohol on offer.

			‘Take care, Hester.’ Susanna waved at her. ‘And keep your mind in this world. Remember, no fancies. If you get a shadowing, tell them you’re too busy to be scared.’

			The day passed in a blur of busy inns, the coach stopping every hour or so to change or rest the horses. Sometimes she stretched her legs. Once, she bought a mug of brackish coffee, which she drank in a little side room, away from the raucous laughter coming from the main bar.

			At eight in the morning, they stopped at a foul-looking place on the outskirts of London. The landlord and landlady were drunks. In their filthy dining room, she was served a greasy mutton chop and a hunk of bread. Conscious that there would be nothing else until she changed coach, Hester ate the revolting meal and, desperate to relieve herself, followed a sullen maid into the outside privy, which was as bad as she’d feared.

			A heavy stomach, even if filled with bad ingredients, makes you sleepy. The two gentlemen had left at Reading to be replaced by a widow, a woman not much older than herself, who smiled at her while her hands worked knitting needles. As her heavy eyes drooped, Hester’s last thought was to wonder if she would get to see London Bridge.

			She awoke with a jolt as the woman reached forwards and tapped her skirts.

			‘This is journey’s end. All change.’

			Confused, Hester pulled her shawl around her and supervised the removal of her trunk from the carriage. The day was thick with fog, a London particular swirling around the coaches.

			‘I need to catch the coach north to Nottingham. How will I know which one is mine?’ she asked a driver as she handed him a coin.

			He pointed to a man striding up and down the yard. ‘That’s William Chaplain himself. He’ll tell you.’

			‘He’s the owner?’

			‘Of this and other coaching inns. There’s nothing that goes on here without him knowing.’

			Hester picked her way through the horses. There must have been over twenty in the yard, some attached to coaches, others being led away by ostlers.

			‘Can you help me?’ she shouted at the man to get her voice heard above the din. ‘I’m looking for the Nottingham coach. I’m told it leaves shortly.’

			As she came out of the mist, she saw the man’s expression change.

			‘It’ll be leaving in ten minutes. I’ll take you there myself.’ He led her across the yard to one of the front carriages. ‘Let me see your ticket.’

			She handed him the paper.

			She saw him whisper something to the driver and a coin change hands. He must have noticed the alarm in her face.

			‘You’re not being sold into slavery, don’t worry. I’ve asked the driver to take care of you. My aunt was a Friend. We run an honest business here.’

			So that was it. Her plain clothes had given her away. She smiled, grateful for a kind gesture.

			‘Thank you.’

			He tipped his hat and disappeared into the murk. Hester waited for the other occupants as her trunk was lifted onto the roof. Eventually, a heavy thud towards the front indicated that another traveller had paid for an outside seat and, grateful to be alone in the carriage, they set off.

			The weather was foul and even the newly surfaced road could only just withstand the elements. Rocked and jolted as the drivers urged the horses onwards, Hester experienced her other dream on that long road north. Not the pit, but the inferno. First the crackling and then the burning of an unfamiliar building. Hester felt the heat on her face, the smell of singeing fabric assailing her nostrils, until, finally, the flames touched her skin, causing her to roar with anguish. She awoke with a jolt, grateful her cry was lost on the noisy road.

			As she wiped the window with her gloved hand, she saw that night was falling, her second in the coach. At the next inn, she purchased more dirty coffee and resolved to keep awake until Nottingham. Release came sooner than she’d expected. At one of the horse-changing inns in the blackness of the countryside, the driver opened the door.

			‘The market coach will be along shortly to take you to Southwell.’

			‘You’re sure it stops here? I thought I was to go into Nottingham.’

			‘As regular as clockwork. Don’t you worry, miss.’ The driver paused. ‘You’ll tell Mr Chaplain I looked after you, won’t you?’

			‘I will if I see him on the return journey,’ she promised.

			Satisfied, the man pointed to a small veranda where a figure sat.

			‘You don’t need to wait by yourself. There’s another passenger for the market coach.’

			Hester told the disgruntled innkeeper that she wouldn’t be wanting refreshment and joined the woman on the bench. Now that the end was in sight, her stomach was somersaulting at the thought of reaching her destination.

			‘Heading to market, too?’ The woman’s accent was unlike any she had heard before, full of country fields and ripe apples.

			‘I’m going to Southwell, but not to the market.’

			The woman turned to her. ‘I thought you were one of the Nottingham Quakers. They sell their lace shawls there.’

			‘Lace?’

			‘Oh aye. You look surprised. You’ll find a few of the plain Quakers like yourself, if that’s what you’re worried about. But it’s the wets who sell at market.’

			Wet Quakers – an unpleasant term used to describe those liberal in their dress. There were some in Bristol too, wearing ribbons, lace and gauze on their bonnets. Hester grimaced when she thought what her father’s reactions would have been. The woman misinterpreted her gesture.

			‘We’re all the same in God’s eyes. Ribbons or not.’

			‘I’m sorry. It wasn’t my intention to judge.’ How I long to wear ribbons, she thought.

			Her reply seemed to satisfy the woman.

			‘Family, then?’

			Hester paused, wondering how much to reveal.

			‘I’m visiting the Southwell Union Workhouse. There’s someone there I need to see.’

			Hester turned to the woman, who frowned.

			‘The workhouse? It sits just outside the town. You can’t miss it.’

			‘It’s a decent place?’

			The woman hesitated. ‘You have business there?’

			‘I do.’

			Hester found herself unable to confide Mercy’s story to the stranger and realised that she was ashamed of her sister. Mortified that she’d ended up in such a place. She gazed into the inclement night, where the light of dawn was just seeping through on the horizon. No wonder she hadn’t felt the presence of Mercy since she’d left Bristol. She was carrying shame and fear with her as heavy as her travelling trunk.

			‘Well, I suppose Mr and Mrs Kirkham are respectable, although they don’t allow for any malingering. I hope your business is concluded satisfactorily,’ said the woman as they both stood at the sound of horses’ hooves. ‘Because from what I’ve heard, you wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of either of them.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The track to Southwell was worse than the road north and the horses’ hooves clattered on the stone cobbles. Occasionally they badly judged the road, their misstep throwing Hester around in her seat. Dawn revealed dark, tin-coloured clouds hanging over the flat countryside, which let loose a torrent of needles. The carriage passed through a bitter squall, rain lashing against the doors, adding to the sense of claustrophobia.

			There were four people crammed into the little coach and more unseen on the roof. A couple of elderly gentlemen, clearly friends, had squeezed themselves into opposite corners of the carriage and were discussing the finer points of the East India Trading Company. Hester’s companion at the inn had wisely decided to try to sleep through the noise, her head bouncing a little as they jolted along the road.

			Hester was chilled by the morning ahead. The excitement of the journey had worn off and she was bone-weary. She couldn’t imagine what her reception at Southwell Union would be like. Hospitals and poorhouses were known quantities to her, workhouses a new beast. For years, paupers had relied on charity from the local parish and had been adequately fed and clothed. But the rumour was that the more children you had, the more money you received, so it was hardly worth your while going out to work. And the government had resolved to stop this abuse. Paupers were to be housed together and families split up.
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