


 
 
 

 
Without a Mother's Love

 

 
CATHERINE KING

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk




Also by Catherine King


Women of Iron  
Silk and Steel





 
 
 

 
Without a Mother's Love

 

 
CATHERINE KING

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk




 
Published by Hachette Digital 2008

 
Copyright © Catherine King 2008

 



 
The moral right of the author has been asserted.

 



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

 



 
All characters and events in this publication, other  
than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious  
and any resemblance to real persons,  
living or dead, is purely coincidental.


 



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

 



 
ISBN 978 0 7481 1103 9

 



 
This ebook produced by JOUVE, FRANCE

 



 
Hachette Digital
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
100 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DY

 



 
An Hachette Livre UK Company




To the memories of Alice Ramsbottom Piper 
and Edmund Humphrey King




Acknowledgements

I should like to thank the staff and volunteers of Rotherham Archives, especially Betty Davies of FoRA for helping me with the research for this story. A visit to the National Coal Mining Museum, once a working pit in the West Riding of Yorkshire, gave me an unforgettable underground experience. Thanks, also, to Sheila Garrity (now Whitehead), my old school friend from Rotherham High, for telling me about Epworth Rectory, the home of the Wesley family, and to the helpful staff at the museum there. Finally, special thanks to my agent Judith Murdoch, my editor Louise Davies, and all the team at Sphere, notably Emma Stonex and Alex Richardson, for their constant friendly and good-natured support during the writing and production of the finished book.




[image: 001]




PART ONE: 1830




Chapter 1

‘Miss Olivia! Where are you, child? Come here this minute.’

Olivia snatched at her drawers, dragged them out of a tangle of brambles and scampered away before Mrs Cookson came to look for her. She darted through the gap in the old wall, down the track and past rows of flowering bean plants on their stick supports, until she emerged, dishevelled and grubby, at the back of Hill Top House.

‘Lord above! Look at you! Filthy dirty and, oh, my heaven, are those your drawers in your hand again?’ Mrs Cookson grabbed her arm and dragged her across the yard into the scullery where she plonked her on a wooden board by a stone sink and wiped her down with a cold wet cloth. ‘There’s no time to go upstairs and change. Get into them drawers and put this cap on.’ She jammed a close-fitting white bonnet over Olivia’s straggly fair hair.‘Hurry up.Your uncle Hesley is waiting.’

They clattered down the stone-flagged passage and into the front hall. Olivia did not like it there. It was gloomy and dusty, and the beady eyes of dead animals’ heads watched her from the dark wood-panelled walls. Mrs Cookson straightened her own apron and cap, then knocked on the door of Uncle Hesley’s library.

The room had that ‘Uncle Hesley smell’ of stale spirits and tobacco. His clothes were the same, and Olivia did not like them either. He stood with his back to the fire, his straight limbs and upright stance at odds with the greying hair and lined face of his advancing years. He was half a century older than Olivia and, in reality, her mother’s uncle.

Olivia Copley could still remember her mother. Her beautiful, kind mother. She stood silently before her uncle with her eyes on the threadbare carpet and thought of her as Mrs Cookson complained.

‘I tell you, sir, I can’t be responsible for her any more. She’s wild. She was out there again today with her drawers off. Lord knows what she’s been up to at only twelve years of age—’

‘I’m nearly thirteen!’ Olivia protested, and was immediately silenced by her uncle’s stony glare.

‘It’s not right, anyway,’ Mrs Cookson continued, ‘making friends with gypsies and the like. She needs a good hiding, she does. I mean, look at her - that pinny was clean on this morning.’

‘All right, I heard you! Get back to your work.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Mrs Cookson bobbed a curtsy and left.

The room was quiet, save for the hissing of coal burning in the grate and—Olivia thought she heard a sigh or the soft rustle of a skirt. She looked up at her uncle. He was staring past her into the dimness of the book-lined walls behind her.

‘Come forward, Miss Trent.’

Olivia heard a movement and resisted the temptation to look round. She had learned to be still and silent when Uncle Hesley was cross.

‘Did you hear that, Miss Trent? She’s feral. Do you still wish to take her on?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Olivia thought the voice sounded determined. Not at all anxious like the scullery-maid used to be. She wanted to see the face of the girl who wasn’t frightened of Uncle Hesley.

‘Well, show me what you can do.’ He picked up his walking  cane and hooked a foot underneath his fireside chair to drag it forward. ‘Bend over this, Olivia.’

Olivia’s mouth dried. ‘But I haven’t done anything wrong, Uncle!’

‘Do as you’re told, or I’ll beat you myself.’

Olivia remembered the pain from when he had done so: first, she had stolen a whole game pie from the larder and given it to a passing gypsy, and again when she had tried to run away across the moor behind the house. And worst of all when, alone and frightened, she had woken him with her nightmares. That was when his cane had hurt most and the smell of whisky and cigars was strongest. She turned to obey, stealing a sideways glance at the stranger.

The hood of Miss Trent’s cloak had fallen back, revealing a pale, pinched face and fair hair that was similar to her own. Miss Trent had brushed hers, though, and wound it round her head so that she looked plain and severe. But she wasn’t very old, Olivia thought.Well, not an old woman like Mrs Cookson.

Olivia pressed her lips together, flared her nostrils and closed her eyes as she waited for Miss Trent to remove her cloak and take up the cane. When the first blow landed she hardly felt it. Surprised, she opened her eyes and examined the worn tapestry of her uncle’s favourite chair.

‘I can see you’re just a skinny little thing, but can’t you do better than that?’ her uncle snapped. ‘Hold the cane in your right hand, girl! You’re no good to me if you cannot discipline the child.’

‘I beg your pardon, sir.’ Miss Trent walked to the other side of the chair, placing herself between Olivia and her uncle. Her voice took on a sterner tone. ‘She may have a slate down her drawers, sir.’

‘The devil she has!’

‘Permit me, sir. I have dealt with her sort before.’

Miss Trent leaned over her, bunching up Olivia’s drawers and petticoats to search for protection. As she did so, she left the  rolled-up undergarments to form a padding under her skirt. Olivia twisted her head and Miss Trent’s face was very close. She breathed, ‘Yell,’ and Olivia blinked to acknowledge her.

‘No slate, sir.’

‘Get on with it, then. Six of your best.’

The cane came down hard, and it hurt, even through the padding. But not as much as it might have, and certainly not enough to make Olivia cry.That did not stop her, though. Each time the cane landed, she let out a long, whining yowl, and was so pleased to deceive her uncle that, by the end, she felt hardly any pain at all. She stood up, snivelling and whimpering.

‘You’ll do.’ Her uncle nodded to Miss Trent. ‘Keep her out of trouble and out of my way. Cookson will show you to your chamber, and you’ll answer to me about the child.’

Miss Trent picked up her cloak and took Olivia’s hand, urging her out of the door first.

‘One more thing.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Find out who she’s been with.’

‘Been with?’

‘Outside. In the fields. With her drawers off, woman!’

Olivia tensed and her eyes widened in alarm. She didn’t want anyone finding out where she went. It was her secret. At the back of the hall Miss Trent stopped to unbundle Olivia’s petticoats, putting her finger to her lips. Mrs Cookson did that sometimes and Olivia knew what it meant. She smiled at Miss Trent, satisfied that she already knew one of her secrets.

Miss Trent’s face relaxed a little so that it wasn’t quite so pinched, and she seemed almost pretty with grey eyes, a small straight nose and a neat mouth. But her plain gown was of a coarse brown material that felt scratchy when Olivia’s hand brushed against it, like the jute aprons Mrs Cookson wore for scrubbing. Miss Trent opened the kitchen door and they walked in together.

Mrs Cookson was Olivia’s friend, even when she shouted at  her for getting dirty, because she baked buns and let Olivia eat them straight away, still warm from the oven. She was very big, with wispy, grey hair and round cheeks that went red when she was cooking. But she was also Uncle Hesley’s servant and did as he said most of the time.

When they came in, Mrs Cookson stopped kneading dough and stared at the newcomer with a guarded expression in her eyes. ‘You ’aven’t come to take ’er away, ’ave you?’

‘No, ma’am. I am here to look after her.’

‘I do that. As best I can, anyway. The master trusts me wi’ ’er.’


‘But she is becoming more difficult for you?’

‘Well, she’s growing up. I can’t watch her all the time.’

‘You won’t have to now. I am to be Miss Olivia’s governess.’

Olivia had been wondering whether Mrs Cookson was going to make buns today and was looking for the currants, but when she heard this, she turned her attention to the grown-ups’ conversation.

‘Governess? We’ve never had no governess before! Where a’ you from, then?’

‘Blackstone School on the other side of the moor. I was a pupil there, then a teacher.’

Mrs Cookson snorted. ‘Blackstone? Ee, there’s no wonder you look half starved. When did you last eat?’

‘I had bread and cold mutton with me for the walk over here.’ The mutton had been mostly fat and difficult to chew so she had thrown it away. But Mrs Cookson had fetched her a tankard of water when she had arrived and she was feeling better now.

‘You walked all that way, carrying your bag?’

‘It’s not very big.’ Miss Trent had placed it inside the front door when Mrs Cookson had let her in.

‘What about the rest of your belongings?’

‘I have nothing else, Mrs Cookson. Where is the schoolroom? ’

‘Schoolroom? This isn’t a mansion, you know, and the attics are too damp to use. But young Hesley had a tutor when he was a lad, so I suppose you mean those chambers.’

Olivia interrupted: ‘That’s where I sleep.’ She raised her eyes to the ceiling. ‘Up there.’

‘She’s right.They’re directly over the kitchens, but you’ll have to see to ’em yourself, Miss Trent. I’ve got enough to do down here.’

‘Can Miss Olivia show me the way?’

‘I don’t see why not.’ Mrs Cookson reached under her apron for her keys. ‘I’ll get you the linen, and we’ve bedpans for airing.’ She heaved a sigh. ‘There was a time when everything was done proper in this house. Foller me.’

Olivia trailed after them. Normally she would rather have been outside, chasing rabbits and catching butterflies. But she was too curious about Miss Trent and thought that she must be brave to disobey Uncle Hesley. If he found out that she hadn’t beaten Olivia very hard he would be angry.

Mrs Cookson placed the heavy sheets in Olivia’s arms and said, ‘Are you going to be’ave for Miss Trent, then?’

Olivia nodded, keeping her lips tight shut. Mrs Cookson didn’t shout at her if she did as she was told, and she wanted Mrs Cookson to stay her friend. She wondered if Miss Trent would be the same.

‘I hope you’re up to this ’un,’ Olivia heard her say to Miss Trent. ‘You don’t look old enough to be a teacher, like.’

‘I shall be one-and-twenty next year,’ Miss Trent replied firmly.

Mrs Cookson raised her eyebrows and turned down the corners of her mouth. ‘You can sleep in the anteroom between Miss Olivia’s bedchamber and the old tutor’s room.’ She shrugged. ‘Miss Olivia’s tea is at five o’clock in the kitchen.’

Olivia was hungry already and looked forward to teatime. She struggled up the wide wooden staircase and dropped her burden on a landing chair. Then she opened the schoolroom  door so that it banged against the wall, glancing furtively at Miss Trent, who had followed with her small travelling bag.

Miss Trent was taking no notice of her. She was staring at the room, at its whitewashed walls and battered old furniture. It was the first of three linked chambers that jutted out from the back of the house and had windows overlooking the cobbled yard. This was where Mrs Cookson sent Olivia when she had been a nuisance downstairs, usually when it was raining and she couldn’t go outside to the walled garden and her secret wilderness. The stables and barn were across the cobbles and she could watch Matt and his farmhands scurry back and forth in the wet.

The schoolroom housed a heavy oak table, ancient and scarred, an assortment of chairs and a globe of the world that Olivia spun as she passed.An open cupboard in a corner revealed a jumble of teaching items, books and broken wooden toys.

Miss Trent surveyed them. ‘Are these yours?’ she asked.

‘They belong to Cousin Hesley.’

Miss Trent walked through to the next room to put down her bag. ‘Where is your cousin now?’ she asked, over her shoulder.

‘At the university,’ Olivia replied, feeling important to be asked.

‘In July?’

‘Oh!’ She wondered how much to say. ‘Well, he’s finished now and gone to stay in the North Riding. Uncle Hesley’s going as well when the shooting starts.’

Miss Trent did not respond. She was looking at the books scattered on the floorboards and picked up one that lay open at an illustration of the Tower of London.

‘That’s mine.’ Olivia snatched it from her and hugged it to herself. ‘That’s my castle.’

‘Will you show it to me?’ Miss Trent sank to the floor and began to examine the other books.

Olivia shook her head emphatically.

‘Can you read the words?’

Olivia continued to shake her head.

‘Perhaps you can draw it for me?’

‘Draw it?’

‘Copy the picture on this slate. Here.’ Miss Trent rummaged in the bottom of the cupboard and found some chalk. ‘Go and sit at the table while I tidy these shelves.’

Olivia concentrated on her drawing, resolving to take the slate with her next time she went to the old garden. She knew how she could smuggle it outside. She would never have thought of hiding it in her drawers if Miss Trent hadn’t mentioned it. Olivia wondered again why she hadn’t given her a proper beating in front of Uncle Hesley.

Miss Trent came to look over her shoulder as she drew.‘That’s good, Olivia,’ she said.

Olivia put down her chalk.‘Why didn’t you beat me harder?’ she asked.

‘You said you hadn’t done anything wrong.’

‘But we all have to do what Uncle Hesley says. That’s what Mrs Cookson told me.’

‘I use beating for really wicked things.’

‘What things?’

‘Telling lies. Stealing.’

‘Not for talking to a gypsy? Or crying in the middle of the night?’ Olivia saw Miss Trent frown.

‘Is that why your uncle beats you?’

‘Yes, and he’ll beat you, too, if you don’t do as he says!’ Olivia gave a satisfied smirk as Miss Trent’s eyes widened in alarm.

‘It’s time to wash for tea,’ her governess said briskly. ‘I’ll fetch some hot water.’

‘Oh, I just rinse my hands in the scullery.’

Miss Trent smiled at her. ‘Not now that I am your governess. Go and find your hairbrush and a clean pinafore.’

Olivia picked up her slate and walked through the anteroom, where Miss Trent’s bag sat unopened on the narrow bed, and  on into her own bedchamber. She treasured this room because it was her private place, like her wilderness in the walled garden where no one could find her. She leaned the slate against the small wooden cupboard that contained the chamber pot, went to the washstand and took off her cap. She was still trying to drag the brush through her tangled hair when Miss Trent came back with a ewer of water.

‘Here, let me.’ Miss Trent tackled the ends, holding Olivia’s hair firmly at the roots so that it did not tug and hurt. She tied it back with a piece of bonnet tape and replaced Olivia’s cap. ‘Have you a looking-glass?’ she asked.

‘No.’

‘Or a small brush for your nails?’

Olivia didn’t reply, and Miss Trent said, ‘At least you have soap. Give your hands and face a good wash while I unpack.’ She poured some water into the china basin and took the rest with her, closing the door behind her.

Olivia swirled the water with a finger. It was still hot! She splashed it on her face and wiped it off with the cloth. Grey streaks appeared on the white linen and she grimaced. Mrs Cookson scolded her when this happened in the scullery.

Hesitantly, she took up the soap and turned it over and over in her hands, watching the water become cloudy. She played with the creamy foam for a minute, then rubbed her palms over her face, enjoying the soft lather on her skin. She decided she didn’t mind washing when the water was warm.

 



Harriet Trent took Olivia’s hand and went down for tea as soon as she heard the clock in the hall chime the hour. She had been hungry all day but the smell of baking bread when she had drawn water from the boiler in the kitchen range had increased her appetite. In the warm kitchen, one end of the table had been set for the three of them.

‘Is all this for us?’ she exclaimed, when she saw it. Tea at Blackstone School was usually bread and dripping.

There was the crust end of a game pie cut into two pieces, a dish of beetroot and some garden radishes, a bowl of boiled eggs and a leg of mutton, which Mrs Cookson was slicing with a long, sharp knife.

‘Not much left on this now.Will you have a taste, Miss Trent?’

‘Thank you.’ Her eyes were drawn to the breadboard with the crusty loaf and the slab of butter, which still bore the marks of the wooden bats from the dairy. Butter! Her mouth watered at the thought of butter on her bread.

Olivia stretched for an egg, tapped it on her plate and began to peel away its shell.

‘May I say grace, Mrs Cookson?’

‘If you must. I suppose that is the Blackstone way.’

‘Thank you. Put your egg down, Olivia.’ She waited patiently until her charge obeyed.

‘Lord, bless this food for our use and us to thy service. Amen.’

Mrs Cookson reached for the beetroot, muttering, ‘I hope the master knows what he’s doing taking you on.’ She picked up a stoneware jug.‘There’s milk to drink. Or would you rather have some o’ this ale?’

‘I’ll take the same as Olivia. You keep a good table, Mrs Cookson.’

‘Aye, well, that’s my job here. The mutton leg and pie are leftovers from the master’s dining room. Miss Olivia will have some bread and butter with her eggs, if you’ll oblige.’

Harriet sawed at the bread and understood why her pupil was so well grown for her age, and Mrs Cookson so rounded. But because she was used to having so little eat, it was difficult for her to do justice to the meal. She did her best, though, until her stomach felt uncomfortably full.

‘I see there is a fireplace in the schoolroom,’ she commented.

‘Aye, and the chimney’s swept. They were all done after Easter.’

‘Then may I light a fire during the winter months?’

‘You can have one now, if you want.You’ll need it if we get  a north-easterly. But you’ll have to carry the coals yourself. I’ve no housemaids. Mind, with you taking the little ’un off me hands, I’ll be better off, make no mistake.’

‘How many buckets of coal may I have?’

‘As many as you want. The master owns Mexton Pit. Didn’t they tell you that at Blackstone? He sells ’em his slack, doesn’t he?’

Harriet nodded. Slack was the cheapest coal found at the edges of the seams. It was poor quality and mixed with stones that left clinker in the grates when it had burned. The master would not be able to sell it to the furnaces and forges in the valley because it didn’t give out enough heat.

‘We allus have plenty of coal here,’ Mrs Cookson continued. ‘The pit sends it by the drayload wi’ a couple o’ men to shovel it in the coalhole across the yard.’

Good food. Warm fires. And her own small bedchamber. Suddenly Harriet felt anxious that something dreadful might happen to take it all away. It was a strange feeling and it reminded her of how she had felt when she had first arrived at Blackstone School. Austere as it was, it was better than where she had come from. And now, more than ten years later, she was grateful to be gone from there.

‘What happened to your kinfolk, Miss Trent? All the girls at Blackstone are orphans, aren’t they?’

‘No, but I was. My mother and father died when I was seven.’ She remembered them as being old, with grey hair and bent backs. All three of them had been laid low by a fever and only she had survived. It was a long time ago now but she had not forgotten the fear when she had been taken away from the only home she had known in the back of a farm cart.

‘And you’ve been at Blackstone ever since?’

‘I was taken to a poorhouse first and stayed there for two years.’

‘We had a scullery-maid from a poorhouse once,’ Olivia exclaimed.

‘Aye, good little worker she were till she upped and left wi’ a passing tinker. Still, we got you now, Miss Trent.’

‘She isn’t a scullery-maid,’ Olivia stated loudly.

I was in the poorhouse, Harriet recalled. And a laundry-maid. She said, ‘I have been luckier than most. My mother had a distant cousin in the clergy who heard of my misfortune. He applied to the trustees at Blackstone for a charity place there.’ When she’d arrived at the school, she had thought it wasn’t much better than the poorhouse, but at least she had had lessons for some of the time, instead of washing and scrubbing all day.

‘What did you do at Blackstone?’ Olivia asked.

‘I learned.’

‘Learned what?’

‘All the things I’m going to teach you.’ As she said this, she remembered how terrified she had been that she might be sent back to the poorhouse, and how hard she had studied to avoid that fate. She saw that now she felt the same about returning to Blackstone School, with its frugal ways and strict regime. She never wanted to go back to the humiliation of being a charity girl, walking with her head bowed and for ever beholden to her betters. She shivered at the memory of her attic dormitory, shared with more than a dozen others, where the water in the washstand ewers turned to ice overnight.

‘Are you all right, Miss Trent?’ Mrs Cookson asked.

‘A little tired from the walk here. That’s all.’

Even as a pupil teacher her only privilege had been the worn gown and boots given to the school by clergymen’s wives who passed on their servants’ clothing for the older girls.

Many of the pupils went to be nursery-maids as soon as they were old enough. Harriet had been fortunate, she was told, for she read and wrote well: she could stay on as a pupil teacher. She had thought sometimes that the others were the lucky ones. They were paid for their work. As a charity girl she was taught to feel honoured that she could serve the school as a teacher and thereby repay her benefactors.The only money she  had known was the few coppers they gave her each week to put in the church collection. She longed for escape, and when this opportunity to leave had come she had grasped it with both hands. And to the Mextons at Hill Top House!

Fate had dealt her a good card. Here, there was hope, hope of finding answers to her questions about Olivia Copley and why she lived with the Mextons. Here, there were books and papers, and the freedom to read them. Now that she had left Blackstone she would make sure she never had to go back.

‘I’m surprised they let you go, you being a teacher there, like,’ Mrs Cookson commented. ‘Especially to here, where the master is well known for his . . .’ she glanced at the child ‘. . . his ways.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘This is not a churchgoing household.’

‘Oh. I did not know that. But I wanted to come here and none of the other teachers did. The principal encouraged me. He told me the school would have free coal for the winter if I accepted.’

‘Did he? I hope the master will pay you as well.’

‘Oh, yes.’ Harriet was excited about her salary. ‘It goes to Blackstone until I come of age. But after I am one-and-twenty it will be mine. And the principal said that the master would provide me with boots and cloth for a gown at Michaelmas.’

‘Is that all you’ve got, then? What you stand up in?’

‘I have undergarments, a nightgown and an apron.’ Harriet thought of the work she would be doing.‘I should like another apron. Do you have a spare one, Mrs Cookson?’

‘I’ll see if I can find some old linen you can make up. And while you’re about it, the little ’un could do wi’ some more. You can show her how to sew ’em for herself.’

‘What about her gowns?’

‘There’s a draper’s shop in town.’

‘Is it far into town from here?’ she asked.

‘Aye, it is. Too far to walk there and back on a half-day.’

‘Oh.’ Harriet was disappointed. Still, she had no money to spend yet so perhaps it was just as well.

‘We don’t use fancy plates and silver forks ’ere, but we’re well provided for. What the farm can’t gi’ us we ’ave sent up on a cart.’

‘There must be a church that is nearer than town?’

‘I told you. We’re not church folk.’

‘What about the little one on the moor?’ Olivia squeaked.

‘Aye, there’s that. Not many goes, though. Most of the men have left to work in the pits and ironworks, and the cottages are falling down.’

‘Does it have a clergyman?’

‘Oh, aye. A curate comes from t’other side of the moor on a Sunday.’

‘Would you like to come to church with me, Olivia?’

‘Ooh, yes!’ Then her face fell. ‘Will Uncle Hesley let me?’

Harriet raised her eyebrows questioningly at Mrs Cookson.

‘He’s not that bothered what she does, as long as she stays out o’ trouble.’

The younger woman smiled at her charge. ‘I’m sure your uncle will not object if he sees how well you can behave.’

‘It might do her some good,’ Mrs Cookson shrugged. ‘But it’s not what she’s used to. Me and you should have a little talk, Miss Trent. Not now. Wait until the child is in bed, then come down for a nightcap.’

After tea, Harriet helped to clear away and wash up while Olivia whooped around the yard outside the kitchen window. Harriet watched her scatter a handful of crumbs, then retreat to the barn while the doves came down to peck at them.Then she ran out and tried to catch one, chasing after the birds and jumping in the air as they flapped away. She stood with her head tilted back to watch them settle on the tiled roofs of the buildings surrounding the yard.

Mrs Cookson was preparing a cooked meal of pig’s fry and onions for Matt and his lad who lived above the stables. They  looked after the horses and livestock for the master, as well as working what was left of his land.They took bread and cheese out with them for their dinner.

‘Keep your eye on her,’ she warned Harriet. ‘If she runs off there’s no finding her. Look at her, like a wild animal, she is.’

‘I don’t think so,’ Harriet observed.‘She’s probably just lonely. And bored. I can see why she’s so grubby.’

‘I do me best with ’er.’

‘Of course you do, but you have enough with looking after this large house by yourself. Is the water hot again yet?’

Half an hour later, she was carrying another ewer of hot water upstairs with some clean towels, nudging a reluctant child in front of her. ‘But it’s not dark yet and I washed before tea,’ Olivia whined.

‘I can see the bits you missed. And your hair needs a proper brushing. Besides, I want to read to you before the light goes. Has anyone read to you before?’

‘Mama used to when I was little. And we said prayers.’ She stopped abruptly on the landing. ‘I don’t want you to read to me.You’re not my mama.’

Harriet did not argue and wondered how her pupil had occupied herself all day on her own. She blew out her cheeks as she thought of her outside with her drawers in her hand. The master was right to be worried. ‘Tell me what you do with your mornings,’ she said.

The child shrugged.

‘Do’ you play on the moor?’ she persisted gently, untying the pinafore bow.

‘Sometimes.’

‘Take off your boots now. Do you have friends out there?’

‘No.’

‘No one at all? What about the gypsy?’

‘He’s gone.’

‘But he was your friend?’

‘No, he wasn’t,’ she replied indignantly.‘He said he was hungry  so I took him a pie from the larder. And Uncle Hesley beat me. He said it was stealing, but it wasn’t! It was as much my pie as it was his. Mrs Cookson said so.’

‘Did you talk to the gypsy?’

Olivia nodded as she struggled out of her boots and stockings.

‘When did you last wash your feet?’

‘I can’t remember.’

‘I see. Now, take off your gown. Did you play games with the gypsy?’

‘No. He was old and dirty. Really dirty.’

Harriet hid a smile and resolved to find a looking-glass. ‘Did he touch you?’

‘Ugh, no. I wouldn’t let him near me! I left the pie on a boulder.’

She helped Olivia take off the grubby gown. Her chemise was clean but the drawers were decidedly muddy and torn.

‘Why did you take off your drawers out there, Miss Olivia?’

‘I didn’t!’

‘I know when you’re lying. Did someone take them off for you?’

‘No.’

‘Is that the truth?’

‘Yes.’

‘But you did take them off, didn’t you? Why?’

‘I’m not telling you. It’s a secret.’

Harriet did not respond to this and continued getting Olivia ready for bed, insisting that she washed her ears, the back of her neck and her arms.

‘Now down there.’

Olivia screwed up her nose. ‘It smells.’

‘I know.That’s why you must wash.You’ll feel more comfortable afterwards.’

When the child made no further move, she squeezed out a cloth in the warm water and handed it over, adding firmly, ‘With soap.’

The child obeyed reluctantly.

‘Has anyone touched you there?’ she asked.

Olivia concentrated on her task silently.

‘You must tell me,’ she added. ‘Even if it is a secret.’

‘You’re horrible.’ She threw the cloth into the water.

Harriet persisted: ‘When you took off your drawers, was anyone with you?’

‘No! Nobody knows about my—’ She stopped. ‘Go away. I hate you.’

‘Very well. No more questions.’ She wondered how she could persuade Olivia to talk to her. Beating the child would not get at the truth and would ensure that Olivia lost confidence in Harriet for ever. She said, ‘Tip that dirty water into the slop bucket next door and I’ll pour some more for your feet.’

A few minutes later Harriet watched as the child wriggled her toes in the warm water and rubbed between them with a soapy cloth. ‘Would you like me to read the words in the book about your castle?’ she asked.

The child looked at her sullenly.

Harriet handed her a towel. ‘Put on your nightdress and cap. Tomorrow I shall start to teach you to read them for yourself.’




Chapter 2

As soon as Olivia was asleep, Harriet went down to the kitchen. She sat at the table. ‘What did you want to say to me?’

Mrs Cookson yawned, reached for a stone bottle and poured some dark liquid into a metal tankard. ‘That life in this house is a bit different from Blackstone. Will you have a drop o’ this?’

‘What is it?’

‘Rum. From the West Indies. You should try it.’

‘No, thank you.’

‘Well, don’t expect no clean-living church ways from the master. Black sheep, he is. The Mextons used to be a respected family round ’ere. Samuel, Miss Olivia’s grandfather, was a real gentleman and his daughter, God rest her soul, was a proper lady.’

‘That would be Olivia’s mother?’

‘Aye. The master is Samuel’s younger brother and, if you ask me, he’s a bad lot.’

‘He is caring for his great-niece, and he has engaged me to look after her,’ Harriet reminded her.

‘Aye, well, now she’s growing up and, what with her wild ways, he has to protect her from herself.’

‘She not really feral.’

‘You saw her, didn’t you? She goes out on the moor to heaven knows where, taking up with passing vagrants and the like. It’s not right.’

‘She is still a child, Mrs Cookson. There is no worldliness about her. As far as I can tell.’

‘And what would you know of the world?’

‘We had all sorts of girls come to us at Blackstone, including some who were far more knowing than they should have been for their years. I do not see the same signs in Miss Olivia.’

Mrs Cookson snorted. ‘You’d better tell that to the master. He thinks all men are like him where women are concerned.’

Harriet tried not to show her anxiety at the way Mrs Cookson was speaking about her employer. ‘Olivia is not a woman yet.’

‘No, but she’s growing fast.’

Harriet pursed her lips. ‘Perhaps. Is there a Mrs Mexton?’

‘There used to be. Two of ’em. But the master’s wife passed on more’n thirty year ago.’

‘And he married again?’

‘No. T’other one was his son’s wife. Long gone, she is. He lost his son early on, you see. Thrown from his horse. I think that affected the master more than anything. Made him worse with his drinking and his women.’

‘The master has women?’ Harriet’s shock was evident in her voice.

‘Notorious around here. Hadn’t you ’eard?’ Mrs Cookson gulped from her tankard.

‘But what sort of example is that for Miss Olivia?’

‘Oh, he doesn’t bring ’em here. I suppose he thinks I don’t know why he goes off into town of a night and doesn’t come home until morning.’

‘Well, how do you know, Mrs Cookson?’

‘Because Matt from the farm goes into town now and then. And he tells me anything I want ter know for a drop o’ rum.’ Mrs Cookson jangled her keys ‘The master trusts me wi’ these, you see.’

Was this why none of the other teachers had wanted to come here? Harriet asked herself. No wonder they had been surprised when she was so eager. But she was determined to stay, whatever it took. She would guide and protect Olivia for as long as she could. Whether or not Mrs Cookson was right and this was an ungodly house, Harriet most certainly was not. And, if the master did not interfere, she would make sure that Olivia was not either.As a charity girl, Harriet knew the importance of her virtue. The school had made it clear to her that her good name was all she had.

She said, ‘I shall make a point of teaching Miss Olivia to value her virtue. Blackstone may have had its faults but it taught its girls the worth of moral conduct and duty.’

‘Aye. Pious lot, they are. All folk aren’t like that, though. You’ll find that out now you’ve left.’

‘I am aware of sin, Mrs Cookson, and of its consequences.’

‘Aye.’ Mrs Cookson half laughed as she said it and her speech was becoming slurred. ‘We’ll all be damned in hell.’

‘I hope you do not speak like that in front of the child!’

‘Miss Olivia? Bless ’er, she’s the only decent thing living here. You keep her decent. That’s all I ask.’

Well, of course I will, Harriet thought irritably. That was her task. ‘Do you think you should be taking quite so much rum at this hour? It will interfere with your sleep, surely.’

‘When you’ve been living up here for a year or so, you’ll understand the need of a drink or two of a night-time.’ Mrs Cookson was becoming maudlin.‘Both the same, the Mextons. Their bellies and their cocks, that’s all they’re interested in.They get their bellies filled here and their cocks serviced in town . . .’

Harriet was shocked but knew it was the rum talking. ‘Shall I help you to bed, Mrs Cookson? Where do you sleep?’

The older woman did not reply. She picked up the stone bottle and went out of the kitchen door, locking it behind her. ‘Don’t bolt it,’ she called, as she crossed the yard.

In the fading light, Harriet watched her go into the stables,  no doubt in search of a drinking companion. She went upstairs to her tiny bedchamber, planning Olivia’s salvation from the self-indulgent ways that seemed to be the custom at Hill Top House.

That night the breeze rose to a full-blown wind. It crept in around the windows and door frames. Unfastened gates and trees creaked outside and heavy rain beat on the roof. Harriet lay awake listening, imagining the wildness of the exposed moor and wondering if Mrs Cookson’s disposition was the result of living in this inhospitable place.

In the darkness, when the house was quiet, she feared for the life she would have to live here. She had not warmed to Mrs Cookson and shivered, suddenly feeling very much alone. But the Lord had led her here, and she said a prayer for the pupils and teachers she had left behind at Blackstone, asking Him to find them suitable positions as He had done for her. She fell asleep eventually, secure in the knowledge that she was safe indoors, warm and well fed, and able to repay her betters for the shelter they had given her over the years.

 



In the bedchamber next door, Olivia fretted about the wind and rain and wished it would go away. She put a pillow over her head and imagined she was shut up in her imaginary castle, safe and sound from the storm. But, even then, she could still hear the wind, howling around her ears . . .

It whistled through the crevices, rattling wooden doors and shutters, tearing relentlessly at her bonnet, which was sodden with rain, the lashing, thrashing rain. She was crying. ‘Mama, Mama, I want Mama.’ But nobody came. Timbers creaked and groaned, canvas ripped and flapped.

The ship listed violently and she was thrown to the deck among all the crashing and grinding. She clutched at a piece of rope. Men were shouting and women crying, and there was water, so much water, everywhere, salty on her lips and all over her so she couldn’t breathe. And the creaking and groaning, crashing and crying . . .

‘Wake up, Olivia.’ Miss Trent was bending over her with a candle, shaking her shoulder.

‘Mama, Mama.’ She had been crying in her sleep again. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

‘It’s just a dream, Olivia.’

Olivia wept. Her mother was never there in her dream. Nor her papa. Just the men who had rescued her. They had black faces and spoke to her in a strange language. That was when she screamed. But Miss Trent had woken her before that bit. She looked at her calm, pale features and was glad she was there. The black men had been kind to her, but she had not known that at the time.

‘Would you like some milk?’ Miss Trent asked.

She nodded.

‘And I shall read to you.’

‘In the middle of the night?’

‘I don’t see why not.’ Miss Trent lit the candle by her bed. ‘Will you be comfortable for a few minutes?’

Olivia sniffed and nodded again. When Miss Trent brought the milk, it was warm and sweet. Then she told Olivia about the kings and queens of England. And it was interesting, but she was tired and her eyes kept closing. She must have fallen asleep for the next thing she knew it was daylight and someone was out in the yard, pumping water into the horse trough.

 



The next afternoon. Miss Trent took her on what she called a ‘nature walk’. They followed a track past the farm buildings that led to the moor. It went by the old garden, and when Olivia saw the overgrown wall she quickened her step. She did not want questions about her secret wilderness.The gap where the door had been was filled with brambles except where she had pushed through, and as Olivia hurried by, Miss Trent asked what was behind the wall.

‘Nothing,’ she answered, then added, ‘but there might be dragons.’

‘Dragons? Do they breathe fire?’

‘I expect so.’ She took Miss Trent’s hand and tugged.‘Come.’

But Miss Trent could not be budged. ‘Shall we explore?’

‘No!’ Olivia let go of her hand and ran up the track towards the moor. She scrambled over a dry-stone wall, ducked behind it and crawled back in the direction of Hill Top House until she rolled into a hollow in the ground and was out of sight. She heard Miss Trent calling, sounding frantic. Olivia peered carefully over the wall. With satisfaction, she saw her governess moving up the track away from her and settled back, leaning against the wall to recover her breath.

She wondered briefly if she’d be beaten for this. But Miss Trent hadn’t beaten her last night when she had disturbed her sleep. Instead, she had been kind. Mrs Cookson was like that sometimes, although it never lasted long. Her governess would be the same as all the other grown-ups, she thought.

When the voice calling her became faint she climbed back over the wall, ran across the track and behind the old walled garden. It was a long way round through the scrub and she flopped on to her belly as she neared the spot where Miss Trent was standing, shading her eyes and scanning the moorland.

She crawled on all fours, pulling herself along the ground with her arms and legs, trying to imitate the farm cat as he stalked rats in the barn. She narrowed her eyes, prepared to pounce, and was disappointed when she raised her head to see her governess retracing her steps down the track. She had stopped calling her name and Olivia panicked: Miss Trent was heading for the door to the old garden.

She jumped to her feet, and cried,‘Over here! Come quickly, there’s a snake!’

Miss Trent turned and ran towards her. ‘Where? Did it bite you?’

‘No, it’s gone.’ She watched the older woman’s face change from relief to - well, Olivia wasn’t sure. Not anger, she thought.  Miss Trent’s gentle smile disappeared and the grey eyes stared without blinking.

‘I expect it was frightened of you. Vipers usually are,’ Miss Trent said. ‘Why did you run away? Are you frightened of me?’

‘No. I gave you a fright, though, didn’t I?’ Olivia thought this would make her cross, but Miss Trent merely continued to gaze at her.

‘You most certainly do now,’ she responded.‘You’re a dreadful sight, with twigs in your hair and your gown dirty and torn. You will have to mend that tonight instead of listening to a story. Shall we finish our nature walk?’ Miss Trent took a firm grip on Olivia’s hand and set off up the track at a brisk pace.

Reluctantly, Olivia followed her, growing warm with the exercise. She was relieved when Miss Trent suggested they rest on a boulder. Olivia sat beside her, watching the sheep graze and the rabbits romping in the scrubby pasture.

‘Do you know what they’re doing?’ Miss Trent asked.

‘The rabbits? They’re fighting.The doves fight like that sometimes. They chase around and jump on each other’s backs.’

Miss Trent didn’t say much more but she asked Olivia to pick some flowers: they would take them back to the schoolroom. ‘We shall find out their names from a book,’ she said.

Olivia didn’t reply. She knew some of them already from Mrs Cookson, but she wasn’t going to tell that to Miss Trent. It was easier walking down the track, and Olivia was pleased to hurry as she was hungry. As they passed the old garden Miss Trent asked her if she wanted to go dragon-hunting.

‘No!’ she exclaimed.

‘Another day, then.’

Olivia became thoughtful. Miss Trent wasn’t like Mrs Cookson, who told her to be seen and not heard and not to answer back. Mrs Cookson soon lost patience with her, when she had to get back to her work, leaving Olivia to do as she liked as long as Uncle Hesley didn’t find out.

Miss Trent was different. She didn’t give up like Mrs Cookson  and she was quicker in every way. Olivia wouldn’t be able to escape from her governess so easily. She hoped Miss Trent wouldn’t be with her every minute of the day or she would never again be able to go to her wilderness. If her governess was here to stay, would she ever have any proper freedom?

 



A few days later Olivia was copying letters on her slate in the schoolroom when Harriet heard horses on the cobbles in the yard. Out of the window, she saw the master return with a gentleman in his middle years. Both looked angry and dishevelled and they left their horses loose when they went indoors. Matt came hurrying out to gather up the trailing reins and tend the steaming beasts.

An hour later, Harriet hurried past the sound of raised voices coming from the library as she went to fetch water for Olivia to wash before dinner. The kitchen was filled with a delicious smell of roasting pork and tangy stewed apple.

Mrs Cookson was busy laying a tray.‘You’d better have your dinner up there today. The master’s in a rage. I should stay out of his way,’ she said.

Harriet remembered how irrational the principal at Blackstone could be when he was angered. She considered this good advice but was curious none the less. ‘What’s happened?’ she asked.

‘There’s been a ruck at the pit.’

‘An accident? Is anyone hurt?’

‘Nay, nowt like that, thank heaven. Keep the child upstairs. Yourself too. He’s got his pit manager with him and the pair of them are already on the rum.’

Harriet ate the savoury duck in gravy with peas, and planned how she could occupy Olivia in the schoolroom for the rest of the day. The child hated to be cooped up in good weather and looked forward to her afternoon nature walk.

‘I want to go to the privy,’ Olivia whined.

‘Use your chamber pot,’ Harriet suggested.

‘I might wet my drawers.’

‘Take them off and roll down your stockings.’ She rummaged in the cupboard for a book. ‘Then I shall read to you and you must close your eyes, imagine a picture in your head and draw it for me on a slate.’

As Olivia occupied herself with chalk, Harriet realized there might be an innocent explanation for why she had taken off her drawers outside. Had she simply been too far away to come back to the privy? But she was not a lazy child and preferred the outside privy to the chamber pot. In summer, at least. Later, when Harriet had to go downstairs, the library was quiet and Mrs Cookson was dozing by the kitchen fire.

‘Has the pit manager left?’ she asked.

‘They’re sleeping it off in the drawing room. But it’s a bad do.’

‘What’s happened?’

‘Matt said the coal seam is worked out and it’s mostly slack what’s left, so the master’s cut his colliers’ wages and they’ve been complaining.’

‘Well, I’m not surprised. I suppose they have to work just as hard to mine it.’

Mrs Cookson gave one of her snorting laughs. ‘Aye, and the master can only sell it for half the price.’

‘When shall I bring Olivia down for tea?’

‘Best not to when the master’s been drinking. He’ll be wanting his own tea when he wakes. Come for a tray and I’ll cut you some cold meat.’

It must have been late when the pit manager left because Harriet did not hear his horse on the cobbles before she fell asleep.

In the morning Mrs Cookson was out of sorts, and Harriet guessed that the master would be the same when he woke, so she took her pupil straight outside after breakfast.

‘We’re going dragon-hunting,’ she explained.

‘I don’t want to,’ Olivia protested.

Harriet had to take her by the hand and pull her along until they had left the house and its outbuildings behind them. She stopped by the old walled garden. ‘This is your garden, isn’t it?’ she asked.

‘What if it is?’

‘It must be special to you.’

‘It’s a secret.’

‘Will you show me if I promise not to tell anyone?’

Olivia looked at her resentfully and Harriet wondered if she would run away again, but she was already learning how to punish her without beatings - or restricting her diet to bread and water as they did at Blackstone. Rather, she had noticed how much the child enjoyed being read to and used that to reward her improving behaviour.

Harriet smiled. ‘Shall I go in first?’

‘No! You can’t! It’s my secret!’

‘Oh. Will you invite me in?’

‘You’ll tell Uncle Hesley.’

‘I have promised that I shall not.’

‘Not even if he beats you?’

Harriet Trent was alarmed by that, but answered, ‘Not even if he beats me. It will be our secret, ours alone.’

Harriet found some fallen branches to hold back the brambles, observing that a few shreds of fabric were caught on the thorns. She followed Olivia through the gap into what must once have been a productive garden. Brambles, ivy and bindweed grew everywhere, except in the far corner where a gnarled spreading apple tree seemed to be winning the battle for sunlight. The ground underneath was dry and scattered with kitchen implements, including a wooden bucket, a large long-handled spoon and a metal tankard big enough for ale. Beside it, the brambles had been cleared to reveal the low stone walls of a seed bed, its glass covers long gone. An old spade was stuck in a patch of soil. ‘I don’t see any dragons,’ she remarked.

‘I only said there might be.’

Harriet surveyed heaps of dried mud at regular intervals along the seed-frame walls and detected a passing resemblance to the battlements in the book illustration. ‘Did you build this castle yourself?’ she asked.

‘Yes. It’s mine.’

‘Of course.’ Harriet picked up the heavy wooden bucket and sniffed, withdrawing her nose sharply. ‘Are you building your castle with this mud?’

Olivia picked up the tankard. ‘I use this to make the turrets and I collect water in the bucket when it rains. But sometimes it doesn’t rain enough and the mud doesn’t stick together.’

‘So you provide a little more yourself.’ A childish pastime, she thought, born of boredom. ‘Is that when you take off your drawers?’

Miss Olivia stared at her. ‘How did you know?’

Harriet plucked a fragment of white cotton from a bramble on the path. She was relieved that she had judged the child correctly. ‘I shall keep your castle a secret, Olivia,’ she said, ‘but now that you’re nearly thirteen, I think I can find more interesting things for you to do outdoors. Shall we go back?’

When they arrived at the house, Mrs Cookson was agitated. ‘Why weren’t you in the schoolroom? The master’s leaving after dinner and he wants to see you first. Go in there now.’

‘In where?’

‘The library. He’s waiting for you.’

‘Wash your hands in the scullery, Olivia, then go up to the schoolroom.’ Harriet rinsed her own hands, tidied her hair and presented herself at the library door.

‘Where have you been?’ the master demanded.

He was standing in front of the fire, lighting his cigar with a burning taper. He did not seem to want an answer for he went on, ‘I’ve enough to do, dealing with my mine, without having to wait about for you or worry about the child. That is your job.’

‘Yes, sir. She is safe with me, sir.’ Harriet felt more confident of this now.

He made a grunting sound that she believed was of approval and waited for him to continue. He was a handsome gentleman, she thought, in spite of his lined face. In fact, his maturity seemed to enhance his strong features, which were dominated by a pair of brown eyes, set well apart. His eyebrows were grey and the hair on his head had not thinned. His tall frame was not bent by toil and she knew he continued to ride when others of his years might have resorted to a carriage.

‘Is she?’ he demanded. ‘Is she not still running wild on the moor at every opportunity?’

‘Not so much now, sir. I have found her other occupations and I am with her all the time.’

‘Make sure you are. She is my ward, my property, and she is to stay that way.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Harriet wondered why he was so possessive of a child he found such a tiresome burden. Perhaps it was something to do with the mine. He seemed very agitated.

‘I don’t want any young buck near her.’

‘Good heavens, no!’ Harriet was appalled that he would voice such an opinion to her. ‘She is still a child, sir.’

He blew out cigar smoke. ‘She’s wayward. Who knows what she’s been up to on the moor?’ Then he leaned towards her to emphasize his words. ‘If she tries to run off with anyone, I shall hold you responsible.’

Harriet’s eyes rounded in horror at the idea that Olivia would do any such thing. ‘I am sure there is no risk of that, sir.’

‘Are you? Have you discovered yet who took off her drawers?’

‘She did, sir.’

‘Is that so? Who was with her?’

‘No one, sir. She - er - was using an old bucket as a privy.’ She watched incredulity spread across his face. ‘Is that what she says?’

‘Yes, sir. She is telling the truth, sir.’

‘Is she still a maid?’

His directness stunned her and she took a moment to recover. ‘I believe so, sir.’

‘Mrs Cookson does not.’

Harriet was annoyed with the woman. The master might indulge his vigorous appetites at every opportunity, but all gentlemen were not the same. ‘Perhaps Mrs Cookson knows only gentlemen like yourself.’ She snapped her mouth shut immediately. Lord, what had she said?

His face darkened. He was not a man to be crossed and she was anxious to be gone from his study before she said anything else that might anger him. She took a deep breath and hastened to repair the damage. ‘Olivia is unworldly in these matters. I have taught girls who were not innocent in the ways of men. At Blackstone, there were - girls were sent to us because they were in danger of moral decay.’

His mouth twisted. She supposed he might know that. ‘Is that why you went there?’ he asked.

‘No, sir! I was an orphan. But as a teacher I learned to recognize the signs of sin in young girls.’

He stared at her as though he were seeing her for the first time. ‘Did you, by Jove?’

‘Some girls are more knowing than others in these matters. Olivia is not, I am certain of it.’

‘Huh! What would a maid like you know about such things?’ he barked. ‘Or perhaps you are not a maid, Miss Trent.’

She felt the colour rise in her cheeks. ‘You are disrespectful, sir.’

‘You need not hide it from me, Miss Trent.’

‘Not all the girls at Blackstone are tainted!’ she protested. ‘It is true that the school will take girls in moral danger when other schools will not, as long as they show repentance for their ways. But those girls are few, I assure you.’

He sniffed audibly and removed a shred of tobacco from his lips. ‘I suppose Blackstone is preferable to a popish convent in the eyes of their worthy parents.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘What about the vagrant?’

‘She felt sorry for him.’

‘He did not defile her?’

‘I do not believe so.’

‘But you do not know?’

‘I am not a physician, sir, but I would swear that she is innocent.’

He puffed again at his cigar and moved closer to her. She wanted to step back. But he was like the principal at Blackstone and she knew he would interpret that as weakness. She stood her ground, even though his height overshadowed her, and his eyes were hard and glittered.

‘If she is not, Miss Trent, you will be sorry. And so will she. It won’t be Blackstone for her but the asylum.’

‘Not that, sir!’ She knew this was where girls who transgressed were sent, but only if they were beyond help. It was the very worst place for any girl. He must not think of it as an option for Olivia. ‘She will behave, I promise. Just give me time with her. She is energetic and bright. She would not survive in an asylum.You cannot do that to her.’

‘I can and I shall, if her behaviour dictates it. I will not be disobeyed.’

‘I shall see you are not, sir.’

He appeared to accept this and his features relaxed into a crooked smile. But he did not step away from her and she became flustered at his proximity. She could smell the tobacco on his breath. His manner towards her was threatening and she believed him capable of beating her as well as his niece, if she did not obey him. He was trying to frighten her and he was succeeding. But he did not need to do that for her to be diligent in guarding his great-niece. She wanted to look after the child, to teach her and watch her grow. Harriet cared about Olivia - more than he did, she thought.

She looked down at her feet until he turned away and said,  ‘Very well, Miss Trent. I am going north for the shooting. Mrs Cookson is in charge of the house until I return.’

The shooting? That means he will be away for weeks! She felt so relieved. His behaviour towards her was too menacing for her comfort. Without him about the house, she could concentrate on her pupil, and need not worry about his domineering presence.

‘You may go,’ he added.

Harriet hurried out of the library, anxious to be away from him and thankful that the interview was over. She would not have to speak with him again for several weeks.




Chapter 3

The master was away for the remainder of the summer. Mrs Cookson told her that he had joined his grandson in the North Riding for the grouse shooting and would stay on to hunt. Harriet was left to her own devices with the child, a luxury for one used to a roomful of little girls who could not concentrate because they were cold and hungry. Her cheeks took on a healthy bloom and she began to fill her gown so that she had to let out the bodice where she had taken it in when it had been given to her.

At Michaelmas, a cart arrived from town with supplies for the kitchen, books, paper and ink for the schoolroom, and cloth for gowns. The bolt of fabric was so heavy that the carter had to help them to carry it indoors and up to the schoolroom.

‘It’s beautiful, Mrs Cookson!’ Harriet exclaimed, as she fingered the grey woollen weave.

‘Enough for the three of us an’ all. There’s cotton, too, for chemises and drawers.’

‘I shall give Olivia sewing lessons on wet afternoons.’

‘Aye, she’s best kept inside in this blustery weather.’

‘We shall continue to take our walks. It helps her sleep.’

‘Does she still have the nightmares?’

They had become more frequent as the autumn wind and rain stirred the child’s memories. On stormy nights Harriet lay awake, waiting for Olivia’s cries, ready to rouse her before she screamed. She asked, ‘Has she always had them?’

‘Since she came to live here. She lost her parents in a storm, you see. She used to scream in the middle of the night and wake the master. He tried to beat it out of her but it made no difference and she just tried to run away.’

‘Where did she go?’

‘Up on the moor. She was easy enough to find then. I don’t know where she went after that but she’d be out all day and come in looking like a gypsy with her drawers off. I had to tell the master then.’

‘At least she returned.’

‘Only when she was hungry.’

Harriet smiled to herself. She had been at Hill Top House for more than two months now and already Olivia was a different child. She had a rebellious nature, to be sure, but much of her wildness had been because she was bored. Underneath the grime, Harriet had found intelligence and Olivia had learned quickly to read and write. So quickly that Harriet thought her mother must have taught her before she died. Now she was greedy for books, and her uncle’s library had become a haven. For Harriet, too, as long as the master was away.

When their new gowns were finished they wore them to church. Olivia’s was almost concealed by her pinafore and the short woollen cape that matched her bonnet. But Harriet had trimmed her own with a white cotton collar and cuffs. She had made three sets so that they were always fresh and clean and, as her cloak was old, she let it fall away when she stood to sing the hymns, feeling proud of her appearance and position of governess at Hill Top House.

It was the last Sabbath in October. The congregation was small so the curate came from over the moor, accompanied by  his wife, in a borrowed trap. Harriet lingered in the churchyard afterwards, eager for a little adult conversation.

‘Is this the wayward child?’ the curate asked. ‘She looks quite different.’

‘She’s growing into a bonny girl.’ His wife held out her hand. ‘Come and walk with me, child.’

Harriet released her grip on Olivia and enjoyed a pleasant exchange with the curate. They talked of her life since she had left Blackstone, which he and his wife had visited, and her teaching. He asked after the master and she reported that he had been away since before the harvest and was not likely to return until Christmas. This seemed to please the curate, who gave a satisfied nod. Harriet was quite disappointed when they had to say goodbye and walk back down the track to Hill Top House.

Olivia fell into step beside her and Harriet resisted the temptation to take her hand. Her charge was proud of her new gown and she hoped she would not risk tearing and soiling it by running wild through the scrub today.

‘What did you talk about to the curate’s wife?’ Harriet asked.

‘The books I read. Especially the novels.’

‘I see. The pupils at Blackstone don’t have novels.’ The principal had some in his room, though, and, as a teacher, she had been allowed to read them.

‘Oh, I like them best of all.’

‘I know.’ Harriet’s heart sank. The curate and his wife would not approve of Olivia reading novels.They thought that worthy ones were too difficult for a girl to understand and those that were not would put wrongful ideas into her head. She added, ‘The Bible is Blackstone’s story book of choice.’

‘Why do you let me read novels, then?’

‘Because you enjoy them.’

‘I said I read the Bible every morning, too.’
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