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PART 1


South Riding, Yorkshire, 1887




Chapter 1


Mabel stood in the middle of the Master’s office. A welcome fire glowed in the grate and she felt the warmth through her coarse scratchy gown. The square of carpet under her stiff boots was soft and silent. 


The workhouse Master sat behind a large wooden desk and reread her schoolteacher’s report. It wasn’t good. The teacher had never liked Mabel very much because she wasn’t clever and had a tendency to be outspoken. Now, the guardian peered over the spectacles on his nose and grunted. His wide forehead creased. ‘Factory or domestic?’


‘Factory,’ she replied. She had had enough scrubbing in the workhouse to last her a lifetime.


‘Speak when you’re spoken to,’ the Master snapped. His forehead creased even further as he added, ‘Matron?’


Matron stood beside Mabel on the carpet. ‘Domestic,’ she said. ‘This one can sew as well as clean.’


The Master nodded and picked up another sheet of paper. ‘The Navigator wants a general help to live in.’


The Matron sniffed. ‘It’s that woman who runs the Navvy!’


‘She’s a ratepayer.’


‘She’s a trollop.’


‘Aye, well, that’s what happens when women have their own money. Our relieving officer speaks highly of her.’


It was the relieving officer’s task to decide if folk could be admitted when they arrived at the workhouse. He was responsible for spending the Parish Relief wisely.


Matron grunted. ‘Mabel’s only fourteen. I don’t think the Navigator is—’


‘You’re not paid to think or to tell me how old my inmates are. Besides, she’s nearly fifteen and I’ve only kept her on because you wanted her as a cleaner.’


Mabel pursed her lips and flared her nostrils. She had wanted to leave as soon as she was old enough, but Matron had told her that she had to stay because nobody in town had a position for her. 


The Master picked up his pen and dipped it in the inkwell. ‘Domestic, Navigator Inn, Mexton Lock,’ he said. The nib scraped along the paper as he wrote. ‘Next,’ he called, without looking up.


Matron ushered Mabel out of the room. ‘Do you know where the Navvy is?’ she asked.


Mabel shook her head.


‘You go down to the canal and follow it towards Doncaster until you get to Mexton Lock. You can’t miss it.’


‘What’s a trollop?’ Mabel asked.


In answer, Matron clipped her round the ear and told her not to be cheeky.


Mabel rubbed the side of her head and protested, ‘I’m a girl! You’re not supposed to hit me!’


‘You’ll get worse than that at the Navvy if you don’t keep your tongue between your teeth.’ 


Mabel sat in the receiving ward while she waited for a piece of paper to take with her to the Navigator. Her corset dug into her skin. Matron insisted she wore it now she was leaving but she couldn’t imagine scrubbing floors in it. It was second hand, just as her stiff brown gown was second hand, but they were all she had in the way of clothes apart from her calico shifts and drawers. 


The letter when it arrived was sealed in an envelope with ‘Union Workhouse’ stamped in the corner. She stowed it in her skirt pocket, hooked her bundle over one arm and wrapped her coarse woollen cloak around her. Then she set off for her new home without so much as a backward glance at the cold and draughty prison she had lived in for as long as she could remember. 


She went through town towards the canal, past the church that she’d walked to every Sunday with other workhouse inmates, and down the high street. No one moved her on when she stopped to gaze in shop windows or stare at fine ladies in their carriages. 


She didn’t see many fine ladies, though. This was an industrial town driven by steelworks, glassworks and factories. There were more rough-hewn carts than carriages lining the pavements outside the shops. She passed the doorway of a cooked meat shop and a working man came out with a bread-cake oozing roast pork. The smell made her realise how hungry she was. But she had no money so she dared not linger and quickened her step towards the canal.


The air was damp and chilly by the water. Some of the older buildings along the canal were derelict; others had been fitted out as workshops or factories, turning their backs on the waterway. A railway line ran alongside the canal now and it had taken most of the barge trade. The line followed the same route along the valley and steam engines pulling carriages chugged straight past the decaying wharves and horse marines that had kept the barges going in days gone by. 


Mabel began to have misgivings about being all alone and away from the town throng. Suddenly she wanted to be back in the workhouse with the other children and Matron barking orders at her. But she was on her own now and fretted about coming face to face with thugs on the towpath. 


A man pushing a handcart loaded with coal came towards her. The handle of his shovel stuck out of the top. As he got closer she noticed his clothes were grubby and dishevelled, and his face was grimy with coal dust. She slowed her step and looked around: there was the dingy water of the canal on one side of her and a prickly hedge on the other. Thinking of the lurid stories she had heard in the workhouse dormitory, from girls younger than she, about what men had done to them, she backed away against the hedge.


He was a tall man, but fresh-faced and young with dark hair and eyes, and he smiled at Mabel as he approached with his laden barrow. As he drew level with her, he stopped, touched the brim of his greasy cap and said, ‘Thank you, miss.’


He’s just a lad, she said to herself, not much older than the workhouse boys, although he was broader and … and obviously stronger. She froze to the spot. No one had called her ‘miss’ before. Why was he being nice to her? What did he want? 


‘I haven’t got any money,’ she said in a rush.


His smile broadened. ‘Hey, steady on! I’m not going to rob you, miss. Where are you heading?’


‘Why do you want to know?’


His expression became serious and he put his head on one side. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘you’re a pretty young lass out on your own and there’s not much back that way apart from Mexton pit.’


‘Oh!’ Had she missed the inn? Perhaps it was on the other bank? ‘Not the Navigator Inn?’ she queried. ‘Isn’t that this way?’ 


‘Oh yes, it’s not far. You come to the blacksmith’s forge first and the Navvy is next door. I’ve just come from there.’


‘Have you? What’s it like?’


‘Cheap enough, if you’re looking for a bed for the night.’


‘I’m going to work there.’


‘Are you? Well, the landlady could certainly do with more help. I’ll look out for you when I next call in.’ 


Mabel liked that idea and relaxed enough to manage a small smile. 


‘I’m Harold, by the way,’ the young man said.


‘Mabel.’


He took hold of his handcart again. ‘Ta-ra, then, Mabel.’


‘Ta-ra,’ she said and watched him push on with his coal. After he had gone a few yards he looked back over his shoulder and, caught out staring at him, Mabel flushed with embarrassment. She hoped he was too far away to notice.


Pretty girl, Harold thought as he glanced back at her. He liked girls with fair hair and blue eyes; and if she’d be working at the Navigator he would see her again. This had been a good day for him with a new order to think about. He wasn’t keen on the landlady at the Navvy, especially the way she had given him the glad eye. She must be ten years older than him at least! Still, she wanted a carter and she could pay. But if he was going to carry sacks of grain and barrels of ale for her on a regular basis, he would need a horse and cart, which he couldn’t afford yet. 


Harold had a fair business going now, carting coal by hand all the way from Mexton pit head to the rows of terraces in town. The profit was good, especially if he shovelled the coal into the cellar for his customers. He had been thinking of going into coal haulage proper until he’d seen the brewhouse in the back yard of the Navigator and the line-up of small barrels waiting to be collected by farmers and shopkeepers and the like. If he delivered the barrels for her she’d have more orders. But would she pay enough for him to afford to keep a horse? 


Harold made his coal delivery then moved on to the flour mill to pick up a few sacks of flour that he paid for with his coal money. The flour was ordered and the miller gave him some old sailcloth to put down in his cart over the coal dust. Harold dropped off the sacks and collected payment for them on his way home. One of his regulars for flour baked bread and cake to sell from her front room. She always kept back one of her loaves for him and he was grateful.


His mother had baked her own bread until Father died. After that, she took poorly herself and never completely recovered. It was her heart, the club doctor said. He’d said that about his father, too, and Father had gone suddenly, whereas Mother was lingering, growing weaker and weaker by the month. Thank goodness he was fit and strong enough to work, Harold thought as he headed for home. It was a good couple of miles out of town but with an empty handcart he fair raced along. 


Home was a farm labourer’s cottage. The farmer, Mr Hawkridge, was a kindly gentleman and hadn’t turned them out when Father died. His wife had a similar nature and looked in on Mother every day while Harold was out making a living. She was at the front door when Harold arrived so he knew something was up.


‘She’s had another turn – a bad one,’ the farmer’s wife said. ‘I had to send for the doctor.’


Harold was shocked. The doctor had told him Mother would be fine provided that she didn’t do too much. ‘Where is she?’ he queried.


‘Upstairs. The doctor is with her now.’


Harold took the stairs two at a time, fearing the worst. The front bedroom door stood open. ‘How is she, sir?’ he asked, but one glance at his mother’s grey face told him. He knelt down beside the bed. ‘Mother,’ he said, ‘it’s me.’ She didn’t move – not even a twitch. Harold’s eyes were scared when he looked up at the doctor. ‘Is she asleep, sir?’


‘You must prepare yourself, son,’ the doctor replied quietly.


‘You don’t mean she’s going to die?’ 


‘Her heart is very weak now.’


Harold picked up his mother’s hand. The fingers were cold to his touch but he saw she was still breathing: in short shallow snatches, barely enough to notice.


‘It won’t be long now, I’m afraid,’ the doctor added.


She didn’t last through the night. The doctor stayed with her to the end and the farmer’s wife came back before breakfast. Harold’s head was heavy. His neck didn’t feel strong enough to hold it up. He had never been a lad to cry easily but a few tears squeezed through his tightly shut eyelids. 


The hours ticked by slowly and the day passed in a blur of visitors: the vicar and a stream of church wives bringing him sustenance and sympathy. The funeral arranger called and later came to take Mother away to his chapel of rest. At the end of the long day, the farmer arrived with a flagon of ale, some cheese and a jar of his wife’s pickled onions. They sat down at the kitchen table, sawed hunks of bread from yesterday’s loaf and talked together, man to man.


‘Your father was one of my best labourers,’ Mr Hawkridge said. ‘I hoped you would follow in his footsteps.’ 


‘I like what I’m doing, sir,’ Harold replied.


‘I can see that, son, and you’re good at it. You’ve got more about you than he had, God rest his soul. Have you plans?’


Harold hesitated. His mother had just passed away and all thoughts for his future had flown right out of his head.


‘I’m not rushing you,’ the farmer added. ‘You can stay here as long as you like. You’ve always paid your rent and the doctor’s club on time. The vicar would’ve liked to see more of you on a Sunday, but his church ladies all took to you, right enough.’


Harold agreed and gestured towards the dresser, loaded with jars and covered dishes. ‘Can you take some of this for the old folks’ dinners?’


‘Nay. I can’t do that, son. It’s for you and it’s more than my life’s worth to upset the womenfolk. It’ll keep in the pantry.’


Mr Hawkridge crunched on one of wife’s pickles. ‘You see, son, what I need is another farm labourer as good as your father was…’ He paused, then went on, ‘And somewhere for him to live.’


Harold closed his eyes and nodded. That’s what this was about. His home was a tied cottage. Since his father passed on two years ago, Harold and his mother had been able to stay by paying rent. He had worked on the farm out of school hours since he was ten so the farmer knew and trusted him. Harold had saved his meagre pay until he’d had enough to buy wood and wheel axles to make his handcart. 


As soon as he left school, he was ready to trade and bought up produce from local allotments that he took to market and sold for a profit. When his cart was empty he carried anything anywhere for pay in the town until it was time to go home. Forges and factories were thriving and expanding; folk had work; they were busy and they had wages to spend, so he was busy, too. He was eighteen now, saving for a horse and cart and doing all right for himself and his mother. But now Mother had passed on as well as Father, he was at a loss to think straight.


‘I’d be more than happy to take you on, Harold,’ Mr Hawkridge added.


‘I understand, sir,’ he replied. But if he didn’t want to be a farm labourer – and he didn’t – Mr Hawkridge wanted his cottage back. He felt sad and said, ‘When do you want me out?’


‘Nay, son, I’ll not turn you out. There’s no rush, but I do want you to think on it.’


‘I will,’ Harold said with more conviction. ‘I’ll give you a decision after the funeral.’


Harold couldn’t remember ever being alone in the cottage at night before. He wished he had brothers and sisters to talk to. Mother had been getting on in years when she had him and father was even older so no more children appeared after him. But he had never felt proper loneliness until now. Now, he was quite alone in the world and during that night he felt it keenly. He couldn’t sleep and ended up resurrecting the kitchen fire in the small hours and sitting by its red glow, staring out of the window into the darkness. Eventually he felt so sorry for himself that he allowed himself to cry until he pulled himself together and took the farmer’s advice to ‘think on it’.


He supposed he’d been marking time since Father died, gathering more customers and bringing home treats for Mother. This cottage was his home and he loved it. But he was a long way out of town and where his customers lived. His new order for the Navigator was the other side of town. If he had enough saved for a horse and cart it wouldn’t matter, but he hadn’t. 


Then he remembered, as a nipper, seeing an old fellow take his potatoes to market in a donkey cart, because that had given him his original idea for a handcart. He perked up. He could afford a donkey with a bigger cart and that would be enough for the Navigator order to start with!


The dawn broke and Harold turned down the lamp. Did he want to stay here on his own, anyway, with only a donkey to talk to? That landlady at the Navvy was a handful by all accounts but she put on good dinners and had cheap rooms to let. She did have a reputation for the fellas, but that was none of his business. She had stabling at the back where he could keep a horse and cart. In spite of his overwhelming sadness, his spirits lifted for a moment. The Navigator also had Mabel. Mabel, sweet little Mabel. Her pretty face came to mind and he smiled. Just the thought of Mabel took away some of his loneliness.




Chapter 2


Mabel’s initial nervousness when she arrived at the Navigator disappeared quickly as she was thrown into work. A shrivelled old couple seemed to run the place – she cooked food and he brewed beer – while the landlady stayed in her bed or went into town all dolled up to collect her rents. Nobody appeared to have done any cleaning before Mabel arrived.


The old couple slept in one of the attics. It had the kitchen chimney breast going through it so it was always warm. Mabel’s attic was not only cold but damp as well because water dripped from the rafters when it rained. But it did have a small fireplace and a spotty mirror that she leant against the wall. She didn’t meet the Missus, as the landlady was known, until the following day when she took her breakfast in bed and was amazed by the red velvet and gold-trimmed furnishings in the landlady’s bedroom. It contrasted sharply with the dingy curtaining downstairs. She deposited the tray of tea, bacon and egg and fried bread across the Missus’s lap as she sat up in bed. 


‘So you’re Mabel,’ the Missus said. ‘Well, you look strong enough. The old duck’ll tell you what to do and I don’t want you under my feet, d’you hear?’ 


‘Yes.’ Mabel stared at the smeared red on the other woman’s lips, the creased ribbon in her tangled dark hair and the way her bosom swelled out under her nightgown.


‘Yes, Missus,’ the landlady corrected.


‘Yes, Missus,’ Mabel repeated. 


‘I’ll have another cup of tea in quarter of an hour and hot water for the washstand.’


‘Yes, Missus.’


‘Knock and wait for me to say before you come in. I might be on the po.’


‘Yes, Missus.’


‘Stop staring then, and clear off.’ 


‘Can I have coals for my attic?’ she asked.


‘Help yourself from the coal hole,’ the Missus answered and waved her out of the room.


Mabel decided she would be very pleased to stay out of this woman’s way. In fact, the Missus took most of the morning to get up and dress herself like an actress on a music hall poster. She sometimes had a word with the old couple and inspected the brewhouse before she went off for the day in a hired trap with a driver who came out from town to collect her. 


The ‘old duck’ in the kitchen was called Elsie and seemed grudgingly glad of Mabel’s help. Her husband, Sid, brewed good beer and folk came from miles around to take home a keg to set up in their outhouse or scullery. Beer was safer to drink than water these days and the Navvy did a steady trade. When Mabel pegged out washing in the yard, the yeasty smells from the brewhouse were quite heady. 


Mabel worked hard. The taproom at the back of the inn was the worst to clean because coal miners drank in there on their way home from the pit, and coal dust stuck everywhere. Sometimes she was still there scrubbing when they came in after the early-morning shift and the younger ones often slapped her bottom or made suggestive comments, surrounding her until an older fellow came in and told them off.


But no one ever told her off, except once, one morning, when the Missus was so angry with her that she expected to be sent back to the workhouse. It happened after a particularly noisy night in the saloon. Mabel wasn’t allowed in the taproom or the saloon at night. She was sent to bed early with instructions to do the clearing up in the morning. But the carousing kept her awake until late. Even later she was roused by creaking stairs and whining door hinges. That was normal as the Navigator often had one or two lodgers – working men who liked a drink or two. 


Mabel got up as usual the next morning to find that Elsie hadn’t laid up the Missus’s breakfast tray. The range was going and the frying pans were out. A pot of tea stood on the side but there was no sign of Elsie. Thinking the old lady might be out of sorts after all the noise last night, Mabel set to cooking the Missus’s breakfast herself. She found the bacon and eggs in the pantry, laid up the tray and took it to the Missus as usual. 


She paused for a second outside the Missus’s bedroom and raised her hand to knock. But she heard cries of pain coming from inside. Dear me, she thought, the Missus was ill! Instead of knocking she balanced the tray on one hand, grasped the door handle and rushed in, splashing the cup of tea into its saucer.


The Missus wasn’t alone. The bedding was on the floor along with a jumble of discarded boots and clothes. The Missus’s nightgown was draped over the iron bedstead. She was stark naked and kneeling astride a man, also starkers, who was wild-eyed and grinning. Her head was thrown back so that her tangled black hair straggled down her white back. A tortured cry came out of her open mouth with each descent of her body as she moved up and down on top of the man as though she were riding a horse. Mabel was rooted to the spot by the vivid vision of the man’s sweating hairy chest and the Missus’s wobbly white bosoms bouncing up and down.


The man caught sight of her. His grin vanished and he croaked, ‘We got comp’ny.’


The Missus didn’t appear to hear him but her movements slowed. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ she panted. ‘I haven’t finished yet.’


‘I can’t do it in comp’ny, Missus, not even wi’ you.’ His voice was strained.


The Missus looked over her shoulder with fury in her smudgy dark eyes. ‘What are you doing in here, you evil little witch?’


‘I … I’ve brought your b-breakfast.’


‘I can see that,’ the Missus seethed. ‘Now get out of here.’


‘I thought you were poorly,’ Mabel squeaked. 


The man didn’t look very happy either. ‘Have you seen enough now, love?’ he asked sourly.


Mabel put the tray on the floor and fled. Elsie was going down the stairs and Mabel caught up with her. She had taken a mug of tea up to her husband in bed. 


‘No sense in you being up,’ Elsie said. ‘There’ll be nob’dy about for a while yet. Mind you, I can smell bacon. Who’s in my kitchen?’


‘It was me,’ Mabel admitted. ‘You weren’t around so I took the Missus her breakfast.’


‘At this hour? After last night? Gawd ’elp you, then. Gawd ’elp me an’ all. She’ll be in a right paddy now.’


‘She was,’ Mabel agreed miserably.


‘Well, she’s gorra fella in there, ’a’n’t she?’


Mabel pressed her lips together, blushed and nodded.


‘You’ve gone red. Were they at it?’


Mabel’s blush deepened.


‘You’ll be lucky if she don’t gi’ yer the boot.’


‘But she can’t! I’ve nowhere else to go!’ Except back to the workhouse with a black mark against her name, she realised with a sinking heart.


Elsie tutted, shook her head and muttered, ‘You should’ve known she’d ’ave a fella wi’ her after a booze-up like last night.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘Aye, yer should be. Come on, we’ll have our breakfast afore the men get up.’ 


Until then, Mabel had eaten breakfast alone because Elsie normally ate hers early with her husband. She could have what she wanted if she cooked it herself. After a lifetime of porridge in the workhouse, she fried bacon rashers and ate them between two slices of bread with a big mug of tea every morning. But today she sat down with Elsie to butcher’s sausages and fried bread.


‘I can put in a good word fer you wi’ the Missus,’ Elsie said over their second mug of tea. 


‘Will you? I don’t want to go back to the workhouse.’


‘You and me can be friends then, can’t we?’


Mabel knew she couldn’t afford to have this woman as an enemy and mumbled, ‘I suppose so.’


Elsie didn’t smile very much because she had no teeth, but she did now. ‘Good lass,’ she said. ‘Now then, tell me what he was like, this fella?’


Puzzled, Mabel raised her eyebrows.


‘The one wi’ the Missus,’ Elsie prompted.


Mabel had no idea what he was like so she hunched her shoulders silently. 


‘What did he look like? Dark or fair?’ Elsie’s tone had hardened. She wanted to know.


Mabel blew out her cheeks. He was dark, she thought. She suddenly remembered his legs stretched out on the white sheet and the Missus’s round white bottom contrasting with his dark skin. ‘He had black hair, all over him,’ she said.


Elsie chewed the inside of her mouth. ‘Oh, that one this time. What were they doing?’


Mabel didn’t know quite how to answer her. ‘What do you mean?’ 


‘Tell me what they were doing. Yer saw ’em, di’n’t yer?’


She sounded like the wardresses in the workhouse and Mabel felt cornered. In there they did something horrid to you – like putting you on cleaning the privies – if you didn’t tell them what they wanted to know. ‘Well, yes. They were … you know, like you said, they were … they were at it.’ She finished in a rush and looked down at her empty plate.


‘I know that, but tell me how they were doing it?’


Mabel was shocked that she should ask. She didn’t want to say. It embarrassed her and made her blush even more. It was private anyway, she thought. ‘I can’t really say, Elsie,’ she muttered.


‘I thought you wanted to be my friend,’ Elsie reminded her.


‘Yes, but…’


Elsie sat back in her chair and grinned her toothless grin. ‘Get on wi’ it, then. Did they have owt on?’


Mabel shook her head slightly. ‘He … he was on his back and the Missus was … well, she was sitting on top of him.’


Elsie folded her arms and started to laugh, but more by shaking her shoulders than with her face. ‘Oh aye? Whereabouts on top of him?’


‘On top of him!’ Mabel exclaimed. ‘And I’m not telling you any more!’ She pushed back her chair and rushed out of the kitchen into the scullery to find her bucket and brushes. 


‘Come back here you!’ Elsie called after her but Mabel ignored her. 


The taproom was a pigsty after last night and it kept her out of Elsie’s way for a while. But later, as she was trimming the wicks on the oil lamps, she began to see the funny side of the Missus being caught ‘at it’, and chuckled to herself. No wonder she was cross!


After a couple of hours, Elsie came to find her, when she was on her hands and knees, washing the sticky floorboards in the saloon. 


‘The Missus wants yer,’ Elsie said, with a hint of triumph in her voice.


The Missus was in a small room at the back of the stone-flagged entrance hall. The way she was sitting behind her desk reminded Mabel of the workhouse guardian. But that was all the Missus had in common with him. Her lips were painted red and her hair was done up in coils and jet combs, with ringlets at the back of her head. She wore a low-necked gown fit for a ball in dark red satin with black lace trimmings. 


She waved a piece of paper in the air and yelled, ‘Do you know what this is? It says that I am your guardian for the next seven years. Unless I decide to send you back to the workhouse – and I can, you know. You are my property until you’re twenty-one. That means you do as I say.’


‘Yes, Missus. I’m sorry, Missus.’ Mabel had had years of learning how to be contrite and humble before her betters.


It wasn’t wasted on the Missus. She lowered her voice and scowled. ‘Remember that in future.’


In future? Mabel’s heart leaped. ‘Does that mean I can stay, Missus?’ she asked.


‘As long as you do as you’re told. If I have to send you back, your next guardian won’t be so forgiving.’


‘It won’t happen again, Missus.’


‘No, it won’t. You’re on the rough work outside until I see fit to have you indoors again. See Sid in the brewhouse. He’s got plenty for you to do.’


‘Yes, Missus. Thank you, Missus.’


The landlady waved her away impatiently and Mabel escaped into the hallway. Well, she thought, I’m still not sure what a trollop is, but I’m finding out. 


Elsie was hovering in the shadows. ‘She’s kept you on, then?’


Mabel nodded. ‘She’s put me outside, though.’


‘Bugger! I’ll have to carry her tray up them damn stairs again.’


‘I can come in and do it for you,’ Mabel volunteered.


‘If the Missus says you’re outside, you’re outside! Any road, I’ve got an ’usband who’ll do it fer me, ta. He can do a lot more fer me, an’ all, wi’ you doing his job.’ 


‘But I don’t know how to brew beer!’


‘No, but you can muck out stables, keep the yard clean and do the privies.’ Elsie grinned maliciously and added, ‘The gen’lemen’s privy, an all.’


Mabel grimaced. 


Elsie chuckled. ‘Serves you right. You should ha’ been nicer to me, shouldn’t you? I’ll keep all the washing-up fer you to do an’ all, after yer come in fer yer tea.’


Mabel thought that she might as well be back in the workhouse, until she remembered her attic room. She had never had a space all to herself before and if she put a bucket under the leak in the roof she could arrange the furniture quite nicely. It was old and dusty but it had cleaned up well. And the Missus hadn’t stopped her taking coal for the fire. But she fretted that Sid might be as nosy as Elsie about the Missus. 


Mabel soon discovered that Sid wasn’t interested in anything except brewing his beer and he had never cleaned out the stables or the privies. The muck and the smell from both were disgusting and it made her stomach heave just to go into either. It was back-breaking work, too. Luckily for Mabel, the stables weren’t used every day because the Missus didn’t keep her own pony and trap and few if any of the lodgers at the inn arrived with their own horses. 


But she couldn’t get rid of the appalling smell in the privies. Even the workhouse privies had smelled of carbolic instead of what they were used for. She did her best with them each morning but they would be just as bad again by dinner time. She couldn’t go into the wash house to get away from the pong because the washerwoman, who came in once a week, kept it locked so that she could store her gin in there. So instead she would escape into the brewhouse when she could, just to inhale the yeasty fumes!


On one frosty morning, she stepped outside the warmth of the brewhouse into the yard to find a young man standing beside a handcart in the middle of the cobbles. He was looking about for something – or someone – until he spotted her.


‘Mabel?’




Chapter 3


She had forgotten all about meeting Harold on the towpath but he had said he’d look out for her. 


‘Harold?’


‘You remembered me. How are you settling in?’


‘All right,’ she answered, walking towards him. She noticed a black band around his arm and added, ‘You’ve had a loss.’


His face looked sad. ‘My mother; I buried her a few weeks ago.’


‘I’m sorry.’ Death had been a regular part of life in the workhouse. Old folk, young folk, babies even; death was no respecter of age.


‘She’d been poorly for while, since my father passed on.’


‘Oh.’ He was an orphan, the same as she was. But he was a few year older than her, and a handsome young man with his own trade. She peered into his barrow. The contents were covered with a piece of string netting.


‘Sacks of grain for the brewhouse,’ he explained. ‘The old boy here is fussy. He only uses barley from one miller. Where is he?’


‘Sid? He’s indoors with the Missus, I think, talking about new barrels.’


‘I’m not in any rush. What’s it like for you living here?’


It could be worse, Mabel thought. At least she was warmer and better fed than in the workhouse. She said, ‘The Missus doesn’t stint on coal or food, but it gets rowdy at night. The men who come here drink a lot.’


‘Aye, that doesn’t surprise me. There’s a pit village up the road and she does serve the best ale for miles.’


‘Does she?’


‘Oh aye. Well known in these parts. She sells barrels of the stuff to local farmers and bigwigs. And she’d sell more if Sid could brew more.’ He paused for a second before adding, ‘I’m thinking of taking a room here.’


Mabel’s eyes widened. ‘What, like, move here to live?’


‘I’ve got to get out of my mother’s cottage and this is handy for some of my regular work.’ He suddenly smiled – a broad friendly smile that lit up his sad face. ‘And there’s a really pretty lass called Mabel who works here.’


Mabel blushed and looked down at her feet, at her sacking apron and scuffed boots. She couldn’t think of anything to say so she just pushed a stray lock of fair hair under her plain calico cap.


‘I didn’t mean to embarrass you,’ he said and went on quickly, ‘I’m buying a bigger cart, you see, and a donkey to pull it, so I need to have stabling as well.’


‘Oh, I see.’ He was just being kind to her and she wasn’t used to it. She said, ‘The Missus has stables. It’s my job to keep ’em clean.’


‘Isn’t that a lad’s work?’


‘It’s Sid’s work, I think, but he’s too busy brewing his beer.’


‘Can you show me the stables?’


‘I can. The Missus has six stalls and space for two carriages. None of it gets much use at all.’


They went inside. Mabel had finished clearing out all the muck and had sluiced the floor days ago so it was clean and dry. She had piled the old straw in a heap against a wall.


‘I’ll only want one of the stalls to start with,’ Harold said, as he looked around.


‘To start with?’


‘I’ll be getting a heavy horse and bigger cart eventually.’


‘Oh, I don’t look after animals. At least, I never have done.’


‘I’ll take care of him myself. I was brought up on a farm. What’s upstairs?’


Mabel raised her eyes to the ceiling. Doing out upstairs was next on her list. ‘I’ve not been up there yet.’


‘A hayloft, I expect, and somewhere for the servants to sleep.’


‘I don’t think the Missus ever had folk staying with servants.’ Mabel’s tone was disparaging and Harold noticed.


He glanced at her and said, ‘Don’t you like the Missus?’


‘She’s all right.’


Harold raised his eyebrows. ‘But…?’


Mabel felt uncomfortable. She liked Harold and didn’t want to put him off moving here. 


He went on, ‘I have heard she’s got a liking for the fellas.’


Mabel was quite relieved he knew and said, ‘I heard she was trollop.’ His eyes widened and Mabel realised he was shocked to hear her say it. She had an idea of what a trollop was but still wasn’t sure. ‘That’s not a … not a … not a whore, is it?’ she asked.


Harold’s eyes widened further but he found this amusing and laughed, ‘No, a trollop doesn’t charge for it. The constable can’t shut her down for being a trollop.’


Mabel blushed but she was pleased he was good-humoured about it. To cover her embarrassment she said quickly, ‘I’ve seen the constable here a few times.’ He was a friendly young man, new to his responsibilities and always had a word with her if he saw her.


‘Well, that’s a good sign. He’ll keep a bit of order about the place.’


‘Have you gorra lad in there wi’ you, Mabel?’ A gravelly voice floated in from the yard.


‘That’s Sid,’ she moaned. ‘I’ll have to go.’


‘No, you stay here. He’s waiting for those sacks of barley out there so I’ll talk to him.’


‘Ta,’ she said gratefully. He gave her a brief smile and turned away. On impulse, she added, ‘Will you really come and live here?’


He stopped and looked back over his shoulder in exactly the same way he had done on the towpath when she first met him. ‘You can count on that,’ he answered.


Mabel folded her arms and hugged them to her body, thinking how much she liked him. She heard him talking to Sid in the yard and then the wheels of his cart rumbling on the cobbles as he took the grain into the brewhouse. Then she heaved a sigh and went out to fill her bucket from the outside pump. She still had the privies to do but she hardly noticed the smell. Her mind was full of Harold’s smile and a dream that he was coming to live at the Navvy. 


The day that Harold moved into the Navigator marked a turning point in Mabel’s life. He became her friend and confidant, her secret ally. He would praise her to the Missus when he could, which resulted in Mabel being reinstated to indoor work. Harold also suggested to the Missus that he kept the stables clean in return for a reduced rent as he was in there every day to see to his donkey. But he worked long hours and frequently Elsie had to leave his tea to keep warm in the oven because he didn’t get back for dining-room hours. 


The evenings were the best time of the day for Mabel because she had finished most of her work and if the drinkers were gathering the Missus would tell her to leave any washing-up until morning and ‘make herself scarce’. Sid served beer in the taproom and saloon in the evenings, helped by the Missus, who would appear, tightly corseted into a low-cut gown that her bosoms were bursting out of. But once the Missus was distracted by her customers, instead of going up to the attic, Mabel would creep out to the stables where, quite often, Harold was still tidying up. 


She would pet the donkey or sit on straw heaps and watch Harold, enjoying the way that his shoulder muscles flexed underneath his shirt. She had seen the Missus look at him in the same way once or twice and was glad that he never joined the drinkers in the saloon. It wasn’t always a different fella with the Missus because she had her favourites whom Elsie called her ‘young stallions’. But when a new face came along the Missus would often take a special interest in him.


One evening Harold had been upstairs in the cleaned-out hayloft when Mabel crept into the stables, so she talked to his donkey until he had finished. Eventually, he clattered down the narrow wooden stairs full of his new idea.


‘I can get Sid’s barley cheaper for the Missus if I buy more sacks at a time. The Missus said Sid had nowhere to keep it but if she has a pulley put in that hayloft door we could keep it up there.’


‘You’ll be running the place soon,’ Mabel laughed.


‘Well, Sid’d have more space for brewing if he kept all his grain and barrels in here.’


‘P’raps he doesn’t want to?’ 


‘He does. He likes making beer. I’m going to talk to the Missus about expanding.’


Mabel tried not to show her feelings on this. But she knew the Missus had taken a fancy to Harold and it annoyed her because the Missus had plenty of other young men to make eyes at. The image of the Missus, with her rouged smile, nearly falling out of her bodice as she handed Harold a glass of foaming beer unsettled Mabel and she said sharply, ‘You’re not going in there tonight, are you?’


‘No fear,’ he said. ‘I come out here at night to get away from her. She’s a right man-eater, she is.’


Mabel laughed, because she agreed with him and ‘man-eater’ was somehow more repeatable than ‘trollop’. She stroked the donkey’s coarse hair and fondled his ears. She knew that Harold was watching her and gave him a shy smile. ‘I do like you, Harold,’ she said. 


‘We get on all right, you and me, don’t we?’


Mabel nodded silently. 


He continued to watch her and eventually he said, ‘I was going to get rid of the donkey when I get my horse and cart.’


‘Oh, that’s a shame. He won’t go for dog meat, will he?’


‘No, he’s got plenty of work left in him yet but I shan’t need him.’ He paused. ‘You might, though.’


‘Me?’


‘He won’t cost you anything because I’ll still look after him. You’ll be able to go into town with the cart when you have time off.’ 


‘Oh, could I?’ Mabel warmed to the idea of getting away from Elsie and the Missus once in a while. ‘D’you think the Missus’ll let me?’ Mabel hesitated then added, ‘I … I don’t know how to drive a donkey and cart.’


‘I’ll show you. It’s not difficult. I’ll explain to the Missus how useful you’ll be to her if you can run a few errands when she needs it.’


‘Oh, you are clever, Harold. Will she listen to you?’


‘You just have to catch her in the right mood if you want to ask for anything.’


‘Well, be careful she doesn’t eat you,’ Mabel warned and they both laughed.


Mabel hadn’t laughed much in the workhouse, and she had laughed even less when she first came to the Navigator. But since Harold had arrived, she laughed more often and it made life with Elsie and the Missus easier to bear. She skipped up the stairs to her attic that night thinking that Harold was the nicest lad she had ever met. But he wasn’t a lad. He was a man, a strong, fine-looking young man that she wanted to hug and claim as her own. Instead, she hugged her pillow and dreamed of a life with him, as his wife, with a little baby, their baby, living in a proper house in the town …


With Mabel keeping the inside of the Navigator clean, the Missus had more lodgers coming and going, as well as Harold and another older man who lived there all the time. The Missus called them guests and Mabel was put on fettling their rooms and helping Elsie with their meals. She served breakfast to them in the dingy dining room next to the saloon. She always gave Harold extra attention and, later, lingered over the dusting in his bedroom because she felt close to him, even though he wasn’t there.


Three months after Mabel left the workhouse, the relieving officer visited to check up on her welfare and report back to the Board of Guardians. Mabel was summoned to stand before him and the Missus in the tiny office at the back of the hall. The door had a glass panel in it so she saw the tankards of foaming beer on the desk before she went in. They drank as they talked about her, though the relieving officer spent most of his time looking sideways at the Missus.


‘Is she in good health?’ he asked. 


‘Oh aye. She eats plenty and she’s filling out. She’s turned fifteen now so I have to keep an eye on her with the lads.’


‘Has she done ’owt she shouldn’t?’ He appeared to be talking to the Missus’s white bosom, bulging out of her red low-cut gown, the one trimmed with black lace.


‘Nay. She’s still an innocent. You can tell that just by looking at her.’ 


‘That new constable says you’re not sending her to church.’


The Missus grinned at him and said, ‘Are you going to give me a spanking then?’


Mabel pressed her lips together to stifle a giggle. She had seen the Missus’s round white bottom and she could imagine the mean relieving officer giving it a good spanking. 


He wagged his finger at the Missus and answered, ‘One or two of the guardians don’t trust you with her welfare and you don’t want ’em to be right. You’ll have to send her.’


The Missus looked cross. ‘Oh Percy,’ she protested, ‘I need her here to help with the Sunday dinner.’ 


‘It’ll be worth it for you in the long run to send her. If she turns out all right, the Board of Guardians will ask you to take one of our lads.’


‘I don’t need a lad.’


‘Sid does, though, in the brewhouse. He’d have proper apprenticeship papers, and you’d get a premium.’


‘A premium, eh? I’ll think about it.’


‘Only think about it! This one’s not giving you trouble, is she?’


The Missus shook her head and her dark ringlets jiggled. ‘No, but you’ll have to persuade me to take on another ’un,’ she murmured. She arched her eyebrows at Percy, opened her rouged mouth and ran her tongue over her teeth.


The relieving officer gave Mabel the briefest of glances and said, ‘You can go now.’


‘Pull the blind down as you leave,’ the Missus instructed.


She obeyed and as she closed the door she heard the Missus giggle, ‘Now then, Percy, take off your jacket first.’ 


Trollop, Mabel thought and, instead of being shocked as she used to be, she shook her head slightly and laughed to herself. Then she fretted that the Missus might not keep her if she took on a lad and she’d have to go back to the workhouse. She didn’t want to leave the Navigator because she didn’t want to be parted from Harold! 


Later that day, the Missus came to find her in the scullery. She was washing up the dinner pots. ‘Right, lass,’ the Missus said, ‘dry your hands for a minute.’


Mabel’s heart stopped. ‘Have I got to go back to the workhouse?’ she asked.


‘Not as long as you stay away from my drinkers at night.’


Mabel inhaled deeply and blew out her cheeks. She wasn’t the least bit interested in the Missus’s beery boozers who made lewd comments about her until somebody with some common decency shut them up.


The Missus continued, ‘You should have been going to church every Sunday so make sure you’re seen there from now on. Right?’


Mabel nodded. ‘Yes, Missus.’


‘You’ll need a respectable gown. I’ll put one of my old ’uns over the banister for you. You’ll have to alter it.’ 


Mabel wondered how she would make anything from the Missus appear respectable but she didn’t argue. She was a good needlewoman, although she’d only ever made calico aprons and caps in the workhouse. 


The Missus pushed a small leather pouch into her damp hands. ‘Here’s your wages. You’ll get that every quarter, provided you earn it and you behave yourself.’


Mabel clutched the purse of coins tightly and breathed, ‘Oh, I will, Missus, I will.’ Her own money! Her very first own money!


‘Keep back a ha’penny for the church collection every week, mind.’


‘Yes, Missus. Thank you, Missus.’


The Missus’s silky red skirt rustled as she turned away.


‘Missus?’ 


‘What is it now?’


‘Can I ask Harold to take me to church in his donkey cart?’


‘Harold? Harold? He’s Mr Goodman to you and he’s a guest so no, you can’t.’


‘I’d save time and Elsie won’t be on her own too long with the dinner,’ Mabel added.


After a pause, the Missus said, ‘Well, I suppose Harold does work for me as well. But I shall put it to him, and listen here, you, you make sure there’s no hanky-panky when you’re with him.’


Like you with your fellas, Mabel thought, but she remained silent. The Missus went on, ‘I mean it! That new constable will have his eye on you.’ Then she swept out, leaving a heavy, sickly scent in the air.


‘Thanks, Missus,’ Mabel called after her. She lifted up her scratchy brown workhouse skirt and stowed the pouch in the pocket of her drawers. 


The gown when it appeared was plain compared to the Missus’s red satin and black lace. It was made of a faded blue woollen material with long sleeves, a high neckline and a white tatting collar. It had similar cotton trims down the bodice and around the bottom edge of the skirt. The Missus had probably discarded it years ago in favour of the low necklines that showed off her ample bosom. Anyway, Mabel reckoned, even with her tightest corset the Missus would never fit into this gown now; she was too fat. 


Old and worn or not, the Missus had kept away the moths and Mabel thought that it was the prettiest gown she had ever seen, and it was hers. It had underskirts, a matching sash for her waist and a straw bonnet trimmed and tied with the same fabric. Her eyes shone and as soon as she saw it, draped over the banister, she gathered it up and took it to her attic, where she laid it carefully on her bed. It was too big for her but she was still growing, outwards if not upwards and while her bosoms would never be as big as the Missus’s, they were quite rounded now. 


She had time to shorten the skirt before Sunday but that was all. So she laced her corset tighter to push up her bosoms and fill out the bodice, then tied the sash firmly around her waist to take in the extra inches. Her fair hair fitted under the bonnet when it was coiled round her head and she fashioned a bow on the side of her face with the ties. Her mouth dropped open with surprise as she looked at her image in the spotty mirror. She was a young woman, and a respectable young woman, too! No one would mistake her for a trollop, even though she did live at the Navigator.


She put her ha’penny in the gown pocket and went downstairs and straight out into the yard where Harold was waiting with his donkey cart. 




Chapter 4


It gave Mabel such a thrill to see Harold’s reaction. His mouth dropped open and his eyes widened.


‘Do you like it?’ she asked, holding out her skirts. 


He recovered enough to say, ‘You look … you look lovely.’ He seemed lost for words but he added, ‘You’re beautiful, really beautiful, and your carriage awaits, miss.’ He held out his hand. 


She giggled at his formality and took his hand, allowing him to help her up onto the plain wooden board that served as a driving seat. She felt very proud to be riding beside him and, when they reached the parish church in town, even prouder to be recognised in her new gown by the workhouse matron and the young constable. Matron acknowledged her with a nod and the constable smiled. After the service she chatted about her life outside the workhouse to one or two of the inmates. 


On the way home Harold walked the donkey, leading him by his bridle, while she sat in the driver’s seat and held the reins to get used to the feel of them in her hands. It was not much quicker than walking, but far less tiring for Mabel and she skipped up to her attic to take off her bonnet and change her gown before rolling up her sleeves in the kitchen. 


After a month of similar Sundays, Mabel took the reins on the way to church and tethered the donkey while Harold watched discreetly. She wanted to take his arm as she walked into church with him and she was hurt when he wouldn’t let her. He said they must walk side by side and be careful not to touch each other. 


But Mabel’s feelings of wanting to hug him and claim him as her own grew stronger as the weeks passed and she vowed to tackle him about it in the stables one evening. She thought he felt the same way about her, but how could she be sure if he wouldn’t even hold her hand in church?


Mabel chose her time carefully. She waited until the saloon was busy and the Missus was fully occupied keeping her drinkers happy. Sid was looking after some thirsty young miners in the taproom and Elsie was sozzled, as usual, in the kitchen. Mabel picked up a lantern and went outside.


She found Harold cleaning out and repairing the biggest stall for his heavy horse. He had arranged to collect it from a farm as soon as he had enough money to pay for it and the substantial cart that came with it. Mabel knew how to feed and bed down the donkey by now and they worked in an easy companionable silence until Mabel had finished. 


Harold was whitewashing the back wall before he refitted the manger. Mabel stood and watched him for a few minutes, admiring him as she always did, then she said, ‘You do like me, don’t you, Harold?’


He put down his whitewash brush and turned round. ‘I like you very much. I thought you knew that.’


‘Well, why won’t you hold my hand in church?’


‘Because the constable is watching me.’


‘You haven’t done anything wrong, have you?’


‘No, but if he’s not there, the workhouse matron has her beady eyes on you.’


‘Oh, I see. Well, they are supposed to keep checking up on me until I’m sixteen. What do they think you’re going to do to me in church?’


‘Ravish you in the aisle!’ He laughed and she laughed with him. ‘It’s not that I don’t want to,’ he added.


Mabel stopped laughing and said, ‘We’re not in church now.’ 


‘I know.’ He took a step towards her. ‘I want to do more than hold hands, Mabel. I want to kiss you.’


She sighed at the sound of such sweet words and ran towards him, bumping against his chest. 


‘Be caref—’ he began before she reached up, pulled his head down towards her and planted a kiss on his lips. 


He needed no more encouragement. He gathered her in his arms and kissed her deeply and – and – oh Lord, he wanted her, he wanted her passionately; and she wanted him … she didn’t want the kiss to end … she wanted to tear off her clothes … and his too … and … She had to drag her mouth away from his eventually in order to breathe. 


He was panting slightly and his face was flushed. They both looked towards the heap of straw against the wall. A bed of straw, Mabel thought, our bed. He must be thinking the same, she thought, he must be. Her body was alive with desire for him and she pleaded with her eyes for him to make the move. 


‘I want to, Mabel…’ he croaked. 


‘Me too,’ she said quietly. 


‘…ever since I first met you on the towpath, so it’s not that I don’t want you.’


Mabel’s heart stopped for a moment. He was saying no. She heard the sorrow in his voice as he went on, ‘We can’t do it, Mabel. We mustn’t. If the workhouse find out, they’ll make you go back and the Missus’ll get rid of me, too.’
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