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Times are changing: railways are being built across the land, bringing new freedom and possibilities. Jessie tastes that freedom when she meets an ambitious young navvy, newly arrived in Yorkshire. The attraction between them is overwhelming. And Jared Wilde is determined to make Jessie his wife.


The primitive, colourful shanty towns that spring up around the railway works are nothing like the safe world Jessie once knew. But in spite of the hardness of life there, she find happiness was Jared. Until another navvy becomes determined to destroy their future together . . .
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South Yorkshire: 1817–18



‘Agnes Helliwell, I would never, ever have thought it of you!’ the housekeeper raged, glaring at her head maidservant. She was so disappointed, she could barely prevent herself from shaking the younger woman. But that wouldn’t help now.


Tears were flowing down Agnes’s face. She was bitterly ashamed of her condition and had lain awake night after night worrying, fretting, weeping, wondering how to tell Frank. And now the housekeeper had heard her being sick in the mornings and had guessed. Her cheeks flamed and she could not meet Mrs Prudhom’s eyes.


‘Who is the father, Agnes?’


The word came out as a whisper. ‘Frank.’


‘Our Frank? The new footman?’


Agnes could only nod.


Martha Prudhom’s lips tightened. She had told Squire Butterfield that she didn’t trust Frank Burton, but he hadn’t listened to her. He always believed the best of people. And the mistress was too ill to concern herself with such things. Not long to live, if the housekeeper was any judge, and then the two little girls would be without a mother and the kind, but impractical squire without a wife. She looked at the maid and sighed again. It was no use going on at the girl now. You couldn’t mend a broken egg. ‘Is he going to marry you?’


‘I – he doesn’t know yet.’


There was silence. Then: ‘Well, we had better tell him, had we not?’


Agnes could not stop the tears. She didn’t want to see Frank’s love change to hatred. Men resented being trapped into marriage. Everyone knew that. She was not the sort of woman to weep easily, but lately she had cried at the slightest provocation. Seeing the housekeeper waiting for an answer, she confessed breathlessly, ‘I c-can’t do it.’


Be practical, Martha told herself. It was all she could do now to help the maid who had been with them since she was twelve; the lass she had thought the world of, who could turn her hand to anything: helping Cook or serving tea to the mistress and her friends. ‘Then I’ll do it for you. Go and sit in the still room and do not come out until I send for you.’


But in the end it was the master who told Frank, for Martha had grave doubts about whether the fellow would stand by Agnes. And she was proved right, too, for the master had to force him to do his duty.


While this was going on, Agnes sat in the still room, tears drying on her face, dreaming of Frank Burton. He was the most handsome man she had ever seen: tall, with chestnut hair and bright green eyes that twinkled at you on the slightest provocation. And so charming! He could persuade a fish to fly, Frank could. Or a sensible woman of one and twenty to lose her head and heart, not to mention her virginity.


When he’d come to work at Butterfield Priory last year, he had singled out Agnes for attention – well, she knew she was quite pretty but it had never seemed to matter until now – and, oh! he made her feel like a queen sometimes. No one else had ever made her feel like that.


She jerked to her feet as the housekeeper came in, her heart thudding in her chest, her eyes searching Mrs Prudhom’s face.


‘Well, it’s all arranged, you foolish girl. Frank will marry you as soon as it can be arranged. The master has decided that you may stay on here until the wedding – though there must be no more carrying on in this house, thank you very much. The first banns can be called on Sunday. But after you’re married, you’ll both have to leave, find yourselves a cottage in the village and other work.’


Martha would have kept Frank on and let Agnes work at a day rate for a while longer, but the squire had told the mistress what had happened and she was insisting they both leave. And he could deny her nothing. Patience Butterfield had a narrow view of her Christian duty and had given poor Charles little joy in the marriage, but he was a loyal soul.


Agnes sighed in relief. ‘Thank you, Mrs Prudhom. I’m that grateful to you.’


Frank was less grateful to his employer and seriously contemplated running away rather than getting wed, something he had carefully avoided until now. ‘The old cow,’ he grumbled, as he and Agnes sat outside on a bench, strictly supervised by Mrs Prudhom who kept peering out of the window. ‘She might have let you work till it started showing, at least. We’re going to be damned short of money, even with what you’ve got saved.’


Agnes shivered. She knew about being short of money. When her father and younger brother died of a fever, the family had gone hungry for months. She had felt so lucky to be taken on at the big house. Her ailing mother and her new baby sister had been sent into the poor house, and she had never seen them again. Mrs Prudhom said her mother had simply faded away and died, and that her sister had been ‘found a good home’. But although Agnes had begged to be told where Mary was, the Poor Law Guardians had refused and nothing more had been heard of her little sister since. Better that way, the parson had said firmly, and Mrs Butterfield, who had been very much in charge of household matters before she fell ill, had told the young Agnes to stop being a nuisance or she would be sent to the poor house herself.


She shook off the sad memories and slipped her arm through Frank’s. ‘What are we going to do, love? How are we going to live?’


He shrugged. ‘Damned if I know.’ But he eyed her with approval. There would be compensations to being married, at least. He would enjoy having a warm female body that was his whenever he wanted it, without all that coaxing and fussing around. And it would be good to have a son.


Agnes swallowed. She had expected more of him. But when he turned the full warmth of his smile upon her, her anger was forgotten, as always.


‘We’ll work something out. And then,’ he winked at her, ‘we’ll be able to have a bit of fun whenever we want. No sneaking into linen rooms or haylofts.’


She couldn’t think why she felt so disappointed in his response.


In the end, with time ticking past all too quickly and no job or cottage found, she took her worries to the housekeeper and Martha Prudhom consulted the squire again. The outcome was that a tumbledown cottage on the edge of the estate was repaired and a few simple pieces of furniture provided. ‘Though if it had been up to me, that lazy young rascal would have got nothing,’ Charles Butterfield grumbled to the housekeeper. ‘And don’t you say a word of this to my wife.’


‘No, sir. Of course not. But Agnes has been a good worker until now, exceptional in fact. She’s earned a bit of help from us.’


Later, Martha Prudhom had a word with the innkeeper’s wife, which resulted in the former footman being taken on to serve in the bar. Not that Frank was grateful for that, either, and what Agnes had ever seen in him, the housekeeper could not understand. There was trouble ahead for that poor lass, no doubt about it. Leopards didn’t change their spots just for a few words spoken in church.


Frank and Agnes were married in the village church, with Martha Prudhom and Bill, the other footman, standing as witnesses. For a few weeks things went well enough. Agnes had enough money saved to tide them over and they could purchase the rest of what they needed gradually. Frank had nothing saved, which puzzled her a bit, but he got huffy when she asked him what had happened to his wages and said it was coming to a poor pass if a man couldn’t help his family, so she let the matter drop. But she was a bit mystified about the family bit, because he’d said there was no one he wanted to tell about his marriage, no one he was close to, and that he’d never got on with his dad any way.


When they went home to the cottage after the wedding, Frank looked round and pulled a face. ‘It isn’t very comfortable, is it?’


‘It’s ours and it’s clean, at least. You can take the chair. I’m happy with a stool.’


He didn’t sit down, just winked at her. ‘Nothin’ to stop us enjoyin’ ourselves now, is there?’


She was startled. ‘In the daytime?’


‘Any time.’ He pulled her to him and started fumbling with her skirt.


It was over so quickly that she felt like weeping. Maybe it was her condition, but it had never been so – so unsatisfactory before. She turned to Frank and found him asleep, a smile on his face. She lay back and tried to relax, but it felt wrong to be in bed while it was still light, so she got up and went outside to dig the garden. It would soon be time to put in a few things and the gardener had promised her some seeds and cuttings.


For the next few weeks, Frank was insatiable and enjoyed their nightly encounters enormously – far more than Agnes did, though it had been exciting before. ‘There are some compensations for bein’ married,’ he said once or twice. But he didn’t tell her he loved her. He hadn’t said it once since the wedding. He also enjoyed her cooking and proved to have a huge appetite for food, but he didn’t thank her for preparing the meals, either.


She found some casual work scrubbing and doing rough cleaning. She would stand cradling her belly sometimes and wonder that a child could change your life so greatly. She dreamed of having a daughter and felt quite sure it would be a girl. Mary, she’d call her, after the lost sister. A nice simple name. She’d always liked it.


The first time Frank gambled away his wages with some friends who drank at the inn, Agnes could not believe her ears. He came home late and confessed his sin at once, so contrite that she forgave him. But she went hungry that week for the first time since she was a child and wept over the lost money when she was alone. They hadn’t managed to buy anything else for the cottage since they got married, either, for somehow the money was spent every week. And it was precious little anyway. It didn’t even occur to her at first that he was keeping some back for himself.


Frank didn’t go hungry, of course, because Mrs Varley at the inn had grown rather fond of him and slipped him the odd leftover from the kitchens. In fact, Frank was putting on weight, while his wife was losing it, except round the belly. He didn’t like her swelling body at all and had made tears come into her eyes once or twice by comparing her to a cow in calf.


One evening of that hungry week, he brought home some stale bread and Agnes fell on it with such ravenous hunger that she was ashamed afterwards, for she had eaten it like a wild animal, cramming it into her mouth and gulping it down, while he watched her and chuckled.


She was to be ashamed about many other things before her child was born.


As the months passed, Agnes could not help growing bitter that she had fallen so low. This led to quarrels, for Frank now didn’t hide the fact that he kept back part of his earnings, or that he wasted the money on ale and other frivolities.


But it was when she found out he was seeing another woman that Agnes truly tasted the dregs of hopelessness. She wept herself to sleep, then refused to weep again, growing stony-faced and no longer stopping to chat to other women in the tiny village.


‘Eh, marriage don’t suit her,’ they said to one another. ‘She’s got all gaunt an’ pursy-mouthed.’


‘Poor lass. Things’ll get worse before they get better, with that drunken fool to husband.’


‘If they ever do get better,’ another sighed. Frank was leading their own husbands astray as well, and the married women of the village no longer considered him charming.


Agnes’s child was born on a Sunday morning in September, with the church bells pealing out across the meadows and the autumn sun shining down upon the little cottage. Frank came into the loft bedroom afterwards to look at his daughter. While Agnes was marvelling at the tiny hands and feet, and thinking how pretty the baby was, he just stared down and frowned.


‘I’d hoped for a boy.’


‘Oh, but she’s lovely. And I wanted a girl.’


‘You women always do.’


She bent her head and kissed the child to hide her tears.


‘We’ll call her Jessica,’ he decided. ‘It’s always been my favourite name.’


‘We’ll call her Mary. Jessica’s too fancy for such as us. She’s the child of servants not the gentry.’


He leaned over the bed and poked his face almost into hers. ‘If we don’t call her Jessica, I’m off. And then she’ll be nobody’s child.’


She stared up at him, suddenly vulnerable. ‘What do you mean, off?’


‘I’ll leave.’ He gestured round, scornful and scowling. ‘Think this is any sort of life for a fellow like me, what’s been a footman in big houses in London?’


‘You should have stayed there, then.’


‘Aye, I should that.’


‘You were the one who courted me,’ Agnes whispered through dry lips. ‘Persuaded me. I’d never even done it before. It’s your fault as much as mine.’ More, if truth be told.


‘To my regret.’ Frank glared down at her. ‘The least you can do, now you’ve trapped me, is to let me give the child a name I favour.’


She closed her eyes and let the tears trickle out of them without making any attempt to wipe them away. ‘Jessica Mary, then.’


‘Good. But we’ll call her Jessica.’


Only when the door had slammed behind him, did she open her eyes and stare down at the child breathing softly and peacefully beside her. ‘I shall not have any other children,’ she told her daughter, ‘and I’ll see that you do better than me in life, that you don’t waste yourself on a fine face with nothing behind it! You might have a,’ her voice faltered as she remembered Frank’s cruel words, ‘a nobody for a father, but you’ll have a mother who loves you and I’ll find some way to look after you properly.’


But that promise was to prove hard to keep. For the next few months, Agnes survived mainly on what she earned from her scrubbing or what she had grown in her little garden during the summer, potatoes and cabbages mostly. The gardener had showed her how to preserve them in mounds of earth. He gave her vegetables, too, from time to time, the mis-shaped and half-rotten ones, and she was glad of them.


Jessie, as the child soon grew to be called, since her father had now totally lost interest in her, was a good baby, content to lie in her wicker cradle while her mother worked. But what Agnes was going to do as the child got older and started toddling around, she didn’t know. In fact, thoughts of the future filled her with blind terror, though she hid that behind a stony expression.


When the squire’s wife died, just after Christmas, the villagers were treated to a good meal of bread and ham and cheese in her memory. But the unaccustomed rich food made Agnes vomit and then she wept bitter tears to think that she had wasted it all. She should have slipped some into her apron pocket for later and just taken a bite or two.


Frank did not get home until late and by then she had pulled the ladder up into the loft with her and the baby. ‘You’re not coming into my bed,’ she shouted down at him. ‘We can’t feed this child properly, let alone another.’


‘I’ve got rights!’ he roared, swaying on his feet. ‘I’m your husband.’


‘An’ you’ll have to claim them by force,’ she retorted. ‘I’m not bringing another child into the world when you’re such a bad provider.’


He snorted and turned to the makeshift mattress on the floor of the downstairs room. ‘Well, who wants to bed a broom pole like you? You ’aven’t got a curve to your name since you had that child.’


‘It’s for lack of food that I’ve grown thin.’ Her former hearty appetite had vanished, thank goodness, and she could manage on very little nowadays. ‘Because you drink up all the money you earn!’


A gentle snore showed her yet again how little he cared.


One cold February night, Frank didn’t come home at all. Agnes was not surprised that he was late, but as the hours passed, she began to worry. He’d never stayed out all night before. He’d got another woman somewhere, she knew he had, for he had stopped pestering her. And anyway, she had smelled the slut on his skin: sweat and lavender and a sort of mustiness. But she wouldn’t let herself care about that, for she wasn’t going to let him touch her ever again. Not willingly, anyway. And if that meant his taking other women, so be it. At least her belly wouldn’t swell again and she’d be able to take advantage of what scrubbing work there was.


In the morning, when two men carried Frank’s semi-conscious body home, she could only stare at them in shock.


‘Found him sleeping in t’ditch,’ Tam Appleyard said. ‘Funny sort of bed, that!’


His friend chortled. They had decided not to tell Mrs Burton which ditch, because it was certainly not on his way home from the village, but they both knew where old Frank had been that night, the randy old goat, because he’d been boasting of it before he left the inn.


Frank seemed only half-conscious and muttered something about being cold.


She got out the straw mattress she had just put away and thumped it on the floor in front of the fire. ‘Lie him down, then,’ she snapped, shaking out a blanket. ‘He’ll likely have taken a chill.’


When she was left alone with him, however, she frowned, for he was breathing stertorously.


‘Cold,’ he muttered. ‘So c-cold.’ But when she laid a hand on his forehead it was burning hot.


Those were the last coherent words he spoke to her. By evening, he was in a high fever and she had to send for the doctor. Then, when he came, she had to confess that she had no money to pay him with, which didn’t encourage him to return.


The fever went straight to Frank’s chest, which might be broad and manly but had always succumbed easily to colds and chills. In two days, he was gone. And Agnes could only sit by the bed and whisper, ‘Thank goodness. Oh, thank goodness.’ She hadn’t wanted him dead, but it released her from a tie which she knew would have brought her even lower as time passed, for he was that sort of man.


Martha Prudhom was the only other person, apart from a couple of Frank’s drinking cronies, to attend the brief pauper’s funeral provided by the parish. Afterwards, the friends went off for a drink and the housekeeper lingered beside the grave, where Agnes was staring with blind concentration at the earth being piled into it by the gravedigger.


‘What are you going to do now, lass?’


Agnes blinked and turned round. ‘I don’t know, Mrs Prudhom. But I’m never, ever going to get married again, that’s for sure.’ She blinked and eased the baby into a more comfortable position against her shoulder. Eh, she had not meant to show her bitterness to anyone.


But Mrs Prudhom just nodded. ‘Very wise.’ She hesitated, then said, ‘I may be able to help you.’


Agnes swallowed hard, but could not speak.


‘Come inside the inn and we’ll have a pot of mulled ale. It’s freezing out here.’


‘I’m not going in there, letting her serve me.’ She knew that Mrs Varley had been one of Frank’s conquests, for he’d boasted of it to her.


Martha looked at her. So the poor lass knew about that, then, and likely about the others. Well, Frank Burton had made little attempt to conceal his philanderings. ‘We’ll go back to your place, then.’


The two women walked through the small grey-stone village and stopped for a moment at the cottage gate.


‘I haven’t any money for rent. It won’t be my cottage for long.’ Agnes stared down at the child she was carrying. ‘But I’m not going into the poor house. I’m not. I’d rather beg in the streets and sleep under hedges. My mother died in the poor house and they sent my sister away from me. I’m not losing Jessie. I might as well kill us both quickly now as let us die in there.’


‘The squire won’t throw you out of that cottage, you silly girl. You know he won’t. So we’ll have none of that sort of talk.’


But Agnes made no sign that she had even heard.


Inside, Martha Prudhom stared round in disbelief. The one room was clean – painfully, immaculately clean. But there was not a bite of food in the house, not one single bite. Nor anything to drink other than well water. ‘I’ll go and get some food from the house,’ she said gruffly. She had not realised how bad things were, had been too engrossed in nursing her late mistress and then, after the inevitable happened, in comforting the squire and the two motherless girls. But why hadn’t Agnes come to her for help?


When she returned with a well-filled basket, Agnes was sitting rocking the baby and just stared up at her visitor like someone who had lost her wits.


Martha had to make a cup of tea, put it into Agnes’s hands and guide it to her mouth. She had to urge her young friend to eat some bread and butter. But as the warmth of the drink and the wonderful feeling of food in her belly got through to Agnes, she listened to what the housekeeper had to tell her with rapt attention.


‘I’ve had a letter from a cousin of mine, who’s been working for a parson in a village over beyond Leeds. She’s getting married – at her age! – and wonders if I know anyone who could take her place. She thinks a lot of her employer. Says he’s a gentleman in every way. I could write and suggest you, Agnes.’


There was no reply.


‘Agnes?’


Her voice was toneless, hopeless. ‘He won’t want someone with a child. And I’m not leaving my Jessie with anyone else. She’s all I’ve got.’ She would never let Frank’s taunt come true. Jessie wasn’t nobody’s child. She was Agnes’s. And one day, she was going to make something of herself, unlike her mother.


‘He might let you keep her. I could write and ask, if you’re interested?’


For the first time, a trickle of hope ran through Agnes. ‘I’d work my fingers to the bone for him if he did.’


‘I know that, Agnes. You’re the best worker I’ve ever seen.’


Agnes stared at her, then shook her head, as if she dared not even hope.


‘Now, while we’re waiting, you and that child need to eat, so you can come and help me clean out our attics. I’ve been meaning to do that for years. And now the mistress has gone, there’ll be no one to complain of the noise. Five shillings a week and all meals found. Eh, lass, don’t take on so.’


For Agnes was weeping, great gulping sobs of relief.


A week later, Martha puffed her way up to the third-floor attics. ‘There you are, love.’ She looked around in satisfaction. ‘And making a good job of it, too, as I knew you would.’


The baby cooed from the drawer Agnes had sat her in, and waved the bone teething ring she had been chewing on.


Martha studied them both. A bonny baby, big for her age, with her father’s hair. She looked at Agnes. Once, the girl had been well built and rosy, too. Now she was painfully thin. But she was still clean and so was the child. The housekeeper knew how much effort that took in a cottage where every drop of water had to be carried in from the well.


‘Mr Marley has written to say that he is prepared to consider you,’ she said, brandishing a piece of paper. ‘I’ve given you a good recommendation and explained a little of the circumstances. He doesn’t object to a child, so long as it’s kept quiet. Jessie can share your bedroom and there’s a dame school in the village which she can attend later.’


The room seemed to swoop and spin around Agnes and for the first time in her life, she slid to the floor in a faint.


‘Men!’ snorted the older woman, who had had her own disappointments in life. ‘We’d be better off without them.’ But then she thought of the squire and her fierce expression softened into a smile. Well, at least there was one man whom she could respect, a man who was gentle and kind, though he tried to hide it behind his outward bluster. She put a cushion under Agnes’s head and patted her hand until she came to.


While all this was happening, the baby chewed placidly on the bone ring and mumbled to herself. She was a bright-eyed little thing, forward for her age, already sitting up well.


Later that day, as Agnes began to sort out her things and pack them in the wicker trunk Mrs Prudhom had given her, she smiled for the first time in months. Then she looked at her daughter and nodded. ‘I’ll make sure you do better than me in life. No man shall ever make you as unhappy as your father made me.’


Three days later, as the stage coach took her east towards Leeds, where she would be met by a gig and taken on to the village of Hettonby, Agnes stared out of the window and refused to be drawn into conversation with the other passengers. She was glad to be leaving all the shame behind her. I shan’t go back to Mellersley, she decided. Never. Mrs Prudhom said I could spend my holidays at Butterfield Priory, but I won’t do that. I don’t want to be beholden to anyone ever again.


When she arrived at Hettonby, grim with determination to do so well that her new employer would keep her on, Parson Marley at first wondered if he had made a mistake in employing such a dour woman. Until he tasted her apple pie and her rich beef stew. Until he found his linen perfectly ironed, his house sparkling with cleanliness. Until he realised that she wasn’t a gossipy sort of woman and would leave him in peace to get on with his studies and parish duties.


And the child was no trouble. A happy little thing, with an intelligent look in her eyes. Yes, all was right with John Marley’s world.


All was right with Agnes Burton’s world, too. And she would make very sure that it stayed all right this time.
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Hettonby: 1825–29



Two old women stood at the door of Granny Todd’s cottage and watched the child go skipping across the green, on her own as usual and the last to leave the little dame school because she had been helping put the other children’s knitting away.


‘That Jessie Burton never seems to get as dirty as the rest,’ the visitor commented.


The little girl’s starched pinafore did indeed look relatively clean and fresh over her dark blue dress, even after a day’s wear. But her russet hair tossed defiantly behind her like a banner in the wind, and her bonnet was swinging from one hand in a way that would have earned her a slap from her mother.


‘Well, she may be a tidy little soul, but she’s going to be a real handful, that one is!’ Granny Todd nodded her head wisely.


‘Jessie Burton? But she seems such a nice lass,’ protested her neighbour.


‘Nice, aye. Nice enough for anyone, she is. Clever, too. But obstinate with it. She’ll go her own way in life. You can see it in her eyes. Those eyes’ll never stay quietly at home in a cottage. Destined for a life of adventure, that child is, you mark my words!’


‘Well, I never!’ The neighbour stared down the lane with renewed interest. Granny Todd had taught generations of the poorer children from Hettonby their letters and she had an uncanny knack of predicting the future of her charges.


The parsonage lay at the narrow end of the green, next to the red-sandstone church built long ago by the Garthorpe family, who used to live in the old house beyond the village before it crumbled in on itself. The bones of the last Garthorpes were mouldering quietly away under a fretted stone monument at the side of the churchyard and the living of that same church now lay in the gift of Lord Morrisham, a latecomer to the nobility, whose father had first made a fortune in the India trade, then purchased himself a title. After that, he took up an option on some land near Great Sutton and built a huge mansion, which he passed on to his only son. This generation of Morrishams worshipped in the smaller and more modern church there, whose living was also in their gift, but Clarence Morrisham still liked to keep an eye on what was happening in the other two villages on his estate.


When Jessie got home from school, she went round to the back entrance of the parsonage and entered by the kitchen, where her mother gave her a glass of milk and a scone, and asked as usual, ‘How did your day go?’


The child pulled a face. ‘We didn’t do much reading. Granny wanted the knitting finished.’


Agnes’s lips pulled into a tight, angry line. She didn’t send Jessie to school to learn how to knit, or just to be kept out of mischief, either. She sent her there to be educated. Her frown deepened at the next question, which she had not been expecting.


‘Mother – what was my father like?’ Jessie knew he was dead but very little else, and although she had asked her mother about him several times, she had learned very little. But still, every now and then, something drove her to ask again.


‘He was a fool,’ declared Agnes, shaking her duster out of the back door with unnecessary vigour.


‘You always say that. Why was he a fool? Why won’t you talk about him? At least tell me what he looked like!’


‘He was tall, with broad shoulders.’ Agnes sniffed. ‘A fine figure of a man, folk always said. That’s why he was a footman. They like their footmen to look good, the gentry do. He had hair the same colour as yours, like a ripe chestnut, but you’ve got my eyes. Blue. His were green.’


She looked blindly into the kitchen fire for a moment, then decided to reveal a little more. Jessie had asked about Frank a few times now and the child had to learn what life was really like. She had to grow up sensible. ‘He was a bad provider, your father was, and sometimes we went hungry. When I complained about him spending what little we did have on ale, he used to hit me.’


Jessie’s mouth wobbled and tears filled her eyes. She knew about men who beat their wives. There were one or two in the village and they were not well thought of. She didn’t like to think of her own father behaving like them.


Agnes Burton patted her daughter’s hand, a rare gesture, for she was not a demonstrative woman. She found she could not, after all, tell her daughter everything. ‘And that’s all I’m going to say about your father. Go and cut me some rhubarb for tea.’


In that same year, with Jessie coming up for nine, Agnes Burton saw her opportunity to do something about getting her daughter a proper education and seized it with both hands.


‘Did you hear what His Lordship’s doing now?’ Granny Todd asked her one day at the market.


Agnes shook her head, but lingered to listen to the gossip, for once.


‘He’s to build two new schools. One here in Hettonby and another over in Great Sutton.’


‘You don’t seem upset about that?’ Agnes commented, feeling the breast of a chicken tied to one leg of a stall and slapping its pecking beak away from her hand.


‘Bless you, no! Them schools are only for the children of farmers and tradespeople. They won’t affect my little scholars.’


Founding schools was the fashionable thing to do, now that the government was beginning to take an interest in education, Agnes Burton knew, for she read all the parson’s newspapers once he’d finished with them. It was her treat of an evening when the day’s work was done. Lord Morrisham would no doubt enjoy feeling philanthropic. That was fashionable, too. ‘Are the schools for both girls and boys, or just boys?’ she asked, trying to sound casual.


‘Both,’ Granny chortled. ‘Though they’re to sit on different sides of the room. I heard tell His Lordship thinks everyone should learn their letters. He won’t let his housekeeper take on a maid at the Hall ’less she can read an’ write.’


Agnes felt a brief spurt of nostalgia. Mrs Prudhom had taught her to read and write properly, saying if a maid wanted to get on, she needed such skills. The former housekeeper was Mrs Butterfield now, of course, for she had married the squire a year after his wife died. But Martha was not too proud to write to her old maid a long newsy letter every Christmas, always with an invitation to spend a week at Butterfield Priory come the summer – an invitation that Agnes inevitably turned down. There was no going back. You made your bed and you lay in it without complaining. But you did better for your children, if you could.


Granny was still talking. ‘And the schools are to have proper schoolmasters, too, though folks’ll have to pay for their children to attend. He don’t believe in giving things away for nothing, His Lordship don’t.’


Agnes seized the chicken by its legs, nodded to the stallkeeper and waited until the neck had been wrung, a job she detested. Then she said goodbye to Granny and walked briskly home, feeling full of energy. A new school in Hettonby. Yes, she saw her chance now.


She approached her employer that very evening about getting a place in the school for Jessie.


‘Ah. Yes. Well.’ John Marley stared at his housekeeper in dismay. He knew that His Lordship’s new school was not intended for the offspring of servants. ‘Um – is she old enough?’ he asked, cautiously feeling his way. The only time he really saw the child who lived under his roof was when she accompanied her mother to church every Sunday morning or played out in the back garden with her dolls, and he thought her a neat, well-behaved little thing.


‘Oh, yes, sir. She’s definitely old enough. She turns nine in September.’


‘Oh, well . . .’ He sought desperately for a tactful way to put Agnes off. ‘His Lordship was thinking more of catering for the children of – of farmers and – and people who can afford to pay for proper schooling.’


‘How much will it cost?’


‘A guinea a term.’


‘I can afford that for a year or two. I’ve got a bit of money put by for my Jessie’s education.’


‘Oh.’ Another silence for a while, then, ‘But isn’t – doesn’t she go to Granny Todd’s school already?’


‘Yes, sir. And has learned all that Mrs Todd can teach her.’ Which was leading to mischief from Jessie and complaints from Granny lately.


‘I see.’ But even a man as gentle and easy-going as John Marley could not help being aware that the farming classes were as rigid in their belief in knowing your place as Lord Morrisham himself. They would not take kindly to a servant’s brat going to the same school as their own children. He hummed and hawed a bit. ‘Well, I’ll have to think about it and – and consult His Lordship. It is his school, after all.’


Sensing an excuse in the offing, Agnes staked all her precious security on a desperate gamble. ‘In that case, sir,’ her voice was as quiet and respectful as ever, but steely in its determination, ‘if she can’t attend, I’m afraid I shall have to give notice and ask you to start looking for a new housekeeper.’


Mr Marley’s face fell visibly. It was a minute before he could speak, so horrified was he at the prospect. ‘But – but I thought you were happy here! You’ve been with me a long time now.’


‘Yes, sir. I’m very happy in my job. But I’ve been worrying for a while about how I can get some proper schooling for my Jessie. Granny Todd does her best, but she’s not a real teacher, is she? I’m afraid I shall have to look for a position in a town, somewhere my Jessie can attend a proper school. I don’t want to leave you, sir. I’ve been very happy here. But there you are. I have to think of the child’s future. She must get a good education.’


The parson looked at her face, the tight strong lines of it, read the determination in every inch of her lean body, and knew he was beaten. ‘Now, don’t be so hasty, Agnes! I haven’t said it’s impossible, just that I wasn’t sure. I’ll speak to His Lordship myself about your daughter – the very next time I see him. I shall be going over for a game of chess soon, I dare say.’ When His Lordship had nothing better to do and wanted an hour filling. For John Marley was the only person who dared win against him, and knew that his patron cherished a secret desire to best him. Well, let him if he could. John wasn’t going to pretend or cheat. In anything.


When the door had closed behind Agnes, he sat lost in thought. She had not asked any other favour of him in all the years she had worked for him. She was never ill and did not even take time off, as she was entitled to do, because she said she had no family left to visit in Yorkshire and would rather stay and see things done properly at the parsonage than spend her money traipsing around the countryside. She did take a day off to go to Leeds market every now and then, and that was all. Every Christmas, though, she got a letter from Yorkshire, on fine cream notepaper, so there must be someone left from her family. But she never talked about them. And John did not feel he had the right to ask her.


She was, he decided that night over a piece of tangy apple pie smothered in fluffy cream, a wonderful cook and housekeeper. The best he had ever had. And he did not want to lose her. He rang for a second piece of pie and murmured a compliment when it was brought. As he slid the last spoonful into his mouth, he came to the conclusion that he would help Agnes get proper schooling for her daughter. That was a laudable ambition, surely? But he would interview the child himself before putting the matter to His Lordship. It didn’t hurt to be well prepared when you had an argument to win.


Jessie was summoned to the study the next afternoon – a great matter, this. ‘But why does Parson want to see me?’ she asked as her mother ruthlessly dragged a brush through her hair and plaited it so tightly that her daughter’s eyes watered.


‘It’s about His Lordship’s school. You do want to go to a proper school, don’t you?’ Agnes retied the bow on the frilled Sunday pinafore, before turning Jessie round to face her. ‘You know how you like reading and writing and doing your sums.’


‘I’ve read all Granny Todd’s books,’ Jessie agreed wistfully.


‘Well, if you go to His Lordship’s school, you’ll be able to read lots more books,’ Agnes promised recklessly. ‘And no more knitting.’


Jessie’s eyes lit up.


‘Now, off with you and mind your manners.’


The child went along to the front of the house and knocked on the door of the parson’s comfortable study, entering quietly when a voice called, ‘Come!’ As usual, the place smelled of leather and books and pipe smoke. She loved the smell there and often helped her mother dust the study before Parson got up.


‘Mother said you wanted to see me, sir.’ She clasped her hands behind her as she waited for him to speak. Her mother said that was the tidy thing to do with your hands when someone grownup was speaking to you.


John Marley stared across his desk. She was tall for her age, but even so, she was dwarfed by the massively comfortable furnishings of his study. He had never, now he came to think of it, interviewed the child before without her mother being present. He studied the vivid face, immediately captivated by a pair of sparkling blue eyes, fringed by long dark lashes. Hair of a burnished russet colour haloed the face, highlighted by golden glints where the sunlight touched it. Already stray curls had escaped from Agnes’s ruthless plaiting, as they always escaped their bonds, do what she might.


If Mr Marley studied the child gravely, she returned his stare just as gravely, for her mother was not there to poke a bony finger in her side and hiss a reminder about good manners.


‘Well, Jessie. So you’d like to go to a proper school, would you?’


‘Oh yes, sir, please, sir!’


‘Why?’


Head on one side, she thought over her answer. ‘Well, you can learn to read properly at a real school, can’t you, sir? All the long words. Granny Todd doesn’t know the long words. I can make some of them out, but the others puzzle me. I don’t know how to say them and I don’t know what they mean.’ She spoke clearly, with her mother’s accent, learned long ago at the big house, not the flatter vowels of the villagers.


‘I’ve read all Granny’s books,’ she added wistfully. ‘Lots of times.’


‘Have you, indeed?’


‘Yes, sir. They’re very easy. And besides . . .’ Jessie hesitated and peeped up at him through her lashes.


‘Yes, go on. Besides . . .’


‘Well, your books here,’ she gestured round at them, ‘I help my mother to dust them sometimes – for a treat, you know – and they’re so beautiful that they must surely be full of wonderful things.’


He was totally won over. Any young child who appreciated the beauty of his beloved books and the value of learning deserved a decent education.


No, Lord Morrisham must agree to take the child, for John would, he realised in surprise, miss Agnes herself as much as he would miss her services. He enjoyed her astringent wit as she commented on the less capable of his parishioners, he appreciated the gentle reminders about some duty or other when he was lost in his books, and he relished the occasional shrewd comment on national affairs from her reading of his newspapers. Nobody’s fool, his housekeeper. He’d never find anyone half as good to replace her, and he didn’t intend to try.


The very next day, John Marley hired the gig from The Crown and drove over to the Hall. It was the day Lord Morrisham dealt with estate matters and he was usually free by mid-afternoon.


When the request was put to him, His Lordship didn’t mince his words. ‘Dammit, man, you know this school isn’t intended for servants’ brats!’


‘Jessie is an exceptional child. Extremely intelligent.’


‘I don’t care how intelligent she is. What will the other parents think about such as her attending my new school?’


John Marley wavered, thought once again of his housekeeper and summoned up all his courage. He had defied His Lordship once or twice before, in his own quiet way, for Lord Morrisham occasionally made a decision which might injure John Marley’s flock in Hettonby and he couldn’t allow that. ‘If the school is to be closed to such a specially deserving case, then I don’t think I shall be able to spare the time to teach in it, after all, Your Lordship, for it is obviously not truly concerned with the propagation of learning.’


Clarence stiffened in outrage, made a loud huffing noise that usually brought folk into line, then stared at his parson in puzzlement when Marley’s expression did not change. Not like the fellow to bestir himself over a servant’s brat. Could she be his own by-blow? No. He did a quick calculation, then dismissed that idea. For a start, the man hadn’t got it in him. Too much of a Holy Joe. And anyway, the housekeeper was from near Rotherham, not from round here, and had brought the brat with her. Lord Morrisham remembered her arrival distinctly, for he had advised against hiring a woman with a child and was somewhat annoyed that the parson hadn’t heeded him.


‘Bit of a rum thing to ask,’ he complained when the silence continued.


‘All good schools have special scholarships for worthy cases, m’lord, and always have had, since medieval times.’


‘Since medieval times, eh?’ His Lordship hummed and hawed a bit, to save face, then gave in. He was satisfied enough with his parson and hated change – unless he instigated it.


John returned home glowing with triumph and rang at once for his housekeeper. ‘I have arranged for Jessie to attend the school, which will be held in the church hall until a proper school house can be built.’


Agnes murmured a thank you and clasped her hands together to hide their sudden shaking. She had been dreading leaving the parsonage, absolutely dreading it. ‘And how much will the fees be, sir?’


‘Nothing!’ The parson could not hold back a chuckle.


‘I can pay!’ Her voice was sharp. She had vowed never to accept charity again as long as she was able to stand upright on her own feet.


‘You won’t have to pay. His Lordship has set up a special scholarship, open to any promising child, to be awarded at my discretion, and it pays the fees. Jessie is to be the first recipient.’ He beamed at her.


Actually, he and His Lordship had decided over a bottle of port and one of their games of chess that this method of allowing Jessie into the school would give the least offence to the parents of the other pupils, and would also best demonstrate His Lordship’s generosity. A few judicious repetitions of the term ‘benefactor’ had helped matters considerably.


Agnes stared at her employer, opened her mouth, then shut it again without speaking. Frugality warred with pride, and frugality naturally won. If she did not have to pay fees, there would be even more money to save for Jessie’s future, not to mention her own old age. ‘Thank you, sir. We’re both extremely grateful to you. More grateful than I can say.’


‘Aha! But there’s more.’ He beamed at her. ‘The scholarship pays for any books that are needed as well.’


Her voice was sharp. ‘I could have afforded them!’


‘You won’t have to. I am impressed by your daughter, my dear Agnes, and shall make it my business to keep a close eye on her progress from now on.’


After that he did indeed begin to take an avuncular interest in the child, or at least, in her scholastic achievements, which was all he really cared about. And he did not lose his paragon of a housekeeper, which was even more important to a plump, comfort-loving man.
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Sutton Hall: 1829–34



When Jessie walked across the village green to the church hall on the first day the new school was open, she was smiling and eager, confident in her new dress and pinafore, looking forward to making friends, for her mother would never let her play out on the village green with the other children.


Rosie Plumworthy was waiting for her by the gate. ‘You can just go home again, Jessie Burton. We don’t want your sort in our school,’ she announced, black eyes shining like two ripe sloes in her plump face and one arm stretched out to bar the way.


Jessie stopped dead in her tracks, shock at this unexpected attack making her mouth drop open.


‘Just look at you, gaping like an idiot. Perhaps you are the village idiot.’ Rosie preened herself as the two girls behind her laughed sycophantically. ‘Trot off home, stupid! If you can find your way back, that is. We don’t want you here.’


Jessie knew how important it was for her to go to school, for her mother had told her so again and again. ‘I’m coming to school,’ she announced, and took another step forward.


Rosie scowled and stretched out her other arm. ‘Oh, no, you’re not. We’re not having you.’


Jessie took the initiative, shoving her tormentor backwards as hard as she could and taking her completely by surprise. ‘His Lordship himself gave me a place here.’ She poked a shocked Rosie in the chest, making her take another involuntary step backwards. ‘So get out of my way.’ Although she was a year younger, she was as tall as the other girl and at the moment, her expression was fierce, giving her an uncanny resemblance to her mother.


Rosie stood her ground, but she was beginning to feel worried. ‘I won’t.’ No other girl in the district had ever stood up to her.


‘I’m not afraid of you, Rosie Plumworthy, or anyone else.’ Jessie glared at the cronies and they took a hasty step backwards.


Glancing sideways, Rosie found her supporters no longer ranged beside her and after another exchange of scowls, decided not to risk a fight on her own. ‘Hah! You’re not worth bothering with. But you’ll be sorry. See if you’re not.’ Turning her back on Jessie, she sauntered away. Her friends followed close on her heels, one glancing nervously over her shoulder several times as she went.


A group of older boys, who had been standing a few yards away, watching with great interest, turned their backs and began to talk and laugh loudly. No one in the church yard was even looking at Jessie now.


She went to stand near the door to the hall. No one made any move to speak to her, so she held up her head, clasped her shaking hands in front of her and prayed for the school bell to ring. It seemed a long wait. And even the few children she knew kept away from her. But she wasn’t going to cry. She was not.


When the schoolmaster summoned them inside, she breathed a sigh of relief. Here she felt safer, free from further persecution.


‘Take your places, children.’


After some pushing and shoving, which made the schoolmaster tut and say, ‘Now, children, there are places for all!’ Jessie found herself sitting alone on a bench right at the rear. And she stayed there alone all morning.


At noon she went home to eat, but her mother, in the middle of a washday and too busy to talk, just plonked a plate down in front of her. Jessie chewed her food slowly, wishing she did not have to go back to school. She delayed as long as she could, until her mother told her to get out of the house, do, and arrived just before the proud new monitor rang the school bell. There was a group of lads blocking the gate, presenting a united wall of backs, and they knew very well she was there, but they didn’t move until the master summoned them inside.


Agnes was unsympathetic when she found Jessie sobbing her heart out in the bedroom that first evening. ‘Whatever’s wrong with you, child?’


‘No one at school will s-speak to me. They say I’m just a servant’s brat.’


‘Oh, is that all?’


Jessie hiccupped to a halt, unable to believe that her mother could take this disaster so lightly. ‘I’m not going back there.’


‘Oh, yes, you are! It’s your only chance of decent schooling and you’re not throwing it away on a whim.’


‘But-’


‘Look,’ Agnes tried to find words to soften it, but couldn’t, so just said baldly, ‘the world’s like that, and folk like you and me can’t do anything about it. What can’t be cured must be endured. That’s all we can do sometimes – endure.’


‘But they – they –’


‘You go to that school to learn your lessons, not to play with the other children, make no mistake about that, Jessie Burton. What does it matter if you don’t make friends, as long as you learn to read and write properly and to do your sums?’ Having learned to live without friends herself, Agnes could not understand why Jessie was taking on so.


‘But –’


‘I mean it, miss. You’ll go to that school and you’ll work hard. Let alone I want you to have a good education, Mr Marley stuck up to Lord Morrisham to get you in, and we’re not letting him down.’


After that, the child did her crying quietly before her mother came up to join her. She would lie in the small narrow bed that stood across the foot of her mother’s in the attic bedroom they shared and allow a few tears to trickle down her face, not enough to make her eyes red, but enough to ease the hurt a little.


And afterwards, she would curl up and dream. Bed became a place of refuge. There, no one could hurt her. There, she could look forward to better times, to making friends, and – as she grew older – to meeting boys and finding a husband and having a family of her own. For she hated being an only child. However much they fought among themselves, the brothers and sisters she knew always stuck up for one another against the rest of the world. And she envied them that.


Gradually, the overt hostility stopped – from everyone except Rosie Plumworthy, anyway – but for most of the three years Jessie spent in the school, she remained the outsider. Even kindly Mr Snelling could not help being aware of how the others treated his brightest pupil, but he knew that if he intervened openly, he would only make things more difficult for her.


Jenny Peakes, the daughter of the new village shopkeeper, arrived at school during the second year and was placed next to Jessie. She defied Rosie enough to talk to the girl who shared the double desk with her and never played nasty tricks, but she did not risk defying the whole school community, and outside in the yard played always with the others, leaving Jessie standing or skipping on her own in one corner.


The boys were fairly indifferent to all this, for they sat always on the left side of the hall, and later the new schoolroom, and they played out in their own half of the yard.


So Jessie learned to keep her feelings to herself, to ignore Rosie (because she found that this response infuriated the other girl more than any other) and to get on with her work – which was always excellent.


And when Mr Snelling gave her extra lessons with the older boys in the keeping of accounts, because she was ahead of the other girls in arithmetic, or let her copy poetry from his own books in handwriting practice, she was grateful to be kept busy, for the others sometimes seemed so slow and she did get bored at times.


The Sunday before Jessie turned twelve, her mother sat her down for a serious talk. ‘You’ll not be going to school any more after this week.’


Jessie gasped and clutched at the edge of the table. ‘Why not? I haven’t done anything wrong, have I?’


‘Not that I know of.’ Agnes raised one eyebrow in mute inquiry.


Jessie shook her head in equally mute denial. ‘But if there’s nothing wrong, why can’t I keep going to school?’


‘Because you’ll be turning twelve. It’s time for you to start earning your own living.’


‘I won’t go and work in Mrs Plumworthy’s dairy! I won’t!’


It was Agnes’s turn to be startled. ‘Who said anything about Mrs Plumworthy’s dairy, for heaven’s sake?’


Jessie’s eyes were bright with tears. ‘But that’s the only place that’s going in Hettonby.’


‘You’re not going to work in the village. You’re going into service over at the Hall. Parson has arranged for us to see the housekeeper about it. She’s looking for another maid. I told Mr Snelling when I saw him at church last Sunday and he knows you won’t be at school tomorrow.’


Jessie stared. ‘You didn’t say anything to me.’


‘Not till it was all arranged, no. Why should I? But I’m saying something now, aren’t I?’ Agnes waited, a frown gathering on her brow. ‘Well, aren’t you pleased?’


‘I don’t know. I – I hadn’t thought of such a thing.’


‘No. That schoolmaster has been putting too many fancy ideas into your head.’


Donald Snelling was a gifted teacher of the Three Rs, but as he had a passion for poetry, he had also tried to pass that on to his scholars. Agnes could see no use in fiddling about with rhymes. She had gone down to the school the previous year and told him roundly that he should be teaching her daughter to keep accounts, not recite useless verses. Amused by her vehemence, he had done just that. Though he had continued to teach her poetry as well.


‘Well? Say something,’ Agnes prompted when the silence dragged on and her daughter kept staring down at her pinafore. ‘You knew you’d have to find a place one day.’


Jessie nodded. Yes, she’d known that. But ‘one day’ had always seemed so far away. And although she was the tallest girl in the school now, she didn’t feel grown up, not grown up enough to leave home and go to work, anyway. A quiver of apprehension shivered through her belly. She had never lived anywhere but at the parsonage.


‘Mrs Coxleigh, the housekeeper, said she’d consider you. If you’re suitable – and I’ll make sure you are – you can start next quarter as a junior housemaid.’


The words were out before she realised it. ‘But I don’t want to become a housemaid.’


‘What did you say?’


Jessie clapped a hand to her mouth and waited for a slap, but it didn’t come. She peeped sideways at her mother and winced at the stormy expression on her face. ‘I – I don’t want to go away from you, Mother. I don’t want to leave Hettonby.’


Agnes wasn’t having any of that nonsense. ‘You always knew you’d have to go away from here when you started work.’


Jessie began to weep and tried to cling to her mother.


Agnes pushed her off and glared at her, more touched by this display of affection than she dared admit, but just as determined not to let emotion stop her doing the best she could for her daughter. ‘I never heard such nonsense in all my life! Or such ingratitude.’


‘Please, Mother –’


‘Not another word from you, miss. And if you so much as hint at this to Mr Marley, I’ll spank your bare backside till you can’t sit down, old as you are!’


From then on, Jessie hardly dared open her mouth. Her mother never made idle threats.


Taking a rare half-day off, Agnes rode over to Great Sutton with her daughter on the carrier’s cart to allow Mrs Coxleigh to inspect the applicant.


As they came out of the woods and breasted a small rise, Sam Lubb let the horses slow down to an amble and pointed a grubby finger. ‘There it is! Sutton Hall.’


Jessie gasped. It was far bigger than she had expected, a long sprawling building, larger even than the church in Hettonby, built of cream-coloured stone, not the reddish sandstone of the church, with a grey slate roof.


‘His Lordship’s father had the middle bit built,’ Sam informed them. ‘Then His Lordship added them two side bits. That’s why the middle’s darker.’ He chuckled. ‘It’s got a bit dirty after all these years.’


The house seemed to the bewildered girl to have hundreds of twinkling windows and dozens of smoking chimneys. The sheer size of it completely overawed her and she didn’t say a word from the minute it came into view.


Sam dropped them off at the end of the drive and they had a half-mile walk just to get to the house. Once there, they went round the side, as the parson had told them to, past the entrance to a very busy stableyard and on to the rear entrance, which servants and those delivering goods used.


Agnes pulled the bell and the door was opened by a fresh-faced young maid, who showed them into a passage between the servants’ hall and the kitchens, and left them to sit on a hard wooden bench awaiting the housekeeper’s pleasure.


Jessie sat gaping open-mouthed at the bustle around her until her mother gave her a nudge. ‘Close your mouth and stop looking so gormless!’


But she could not stop staring, even if she did it more discreetly from then on. There were people coming and going all the time. Dozens of people, it seemed. She had not realised the Hall would be so huge!


To one side they had a clear view of the largest kitchen Jessie had ever seen. A girl was chopping vegetables at one table, mountains of vegetables, surely enough to feed the whole of Hettonby. Another table held a large haunch of beef and the plucked carcasses of several chickens. A woman was stirring something in a pan and an older woman was talking to a man with muddy trousers. The girl chopping vegetables looked up and winked at Jessie in a friendly way.


Perhaps, she thought, with the first stirrings of hope, perhaps it would not be so bad to work here, after all. Perhaps she would even be able to make a friend or two.


A few minutes later the maid who had answered the door came back to show them to the housekeeper’s room. Agnes took all this in her stride, but Jessie, following her mother along what seemed like miles of corridors, felt very nervous. How would she ever find her way around such a large house? How dark the wood panelling on the walls was and how thick the carpets! And why were the curtains drawn in so many of the rooms they passed? She edged closer to her mother.


Agnes gave her a poke with one bony finger. ‘Just watch where you’re walking, our Jessie. You’re treading on my hem.’


‘Sorry.’ It came out as a whisper.


The maid knocked on a panelled wooden door which stood ajar and poked her head round it. ‘Mrs Burton and her daughter to see you, Mrs Coxleigh.’


‘Show them in.’


Jessie followed her mother inside a room that was even larger than Parson’s study. By now, she was terrified at the prospect of being sent to this place all on her own – but she was even more terrified of what her mother would say if she did anything wrong.


Behind a highly polished desk sat a thin lady with steel-grey hair, dressed in rustling black silks with an elaborate lace cap and apron. She was studying them openly. Jessie wriggled under that scrutiny, feeling as if all her faults were instantly obvious to the lady, who had made no attempt to stand up or to shake hands with her mother, as grown-ups usually did.


‘I am Mrs Coxleigh, housekeeper to Lord Morrisham. Please sit down.’ No one ever boasted of serving Lady Morrisham. Her Ladyship was a faded nonentity, exhausted by years of childbearing and as terrified of her loud, red-faced husband as the servants were.


Mrs Coxleigh might have been a queen giving an audience to her lowly subjects. ‘Thank you for accompanying your daughter, Mrs Burton. We do like to meet the families of our girls.’ She did not wait for a response, but turned to the child. ‘You are Jessica Mary Burton and you are twelve years old, I believe?’


‘Yes, ma’am. But please, ma’am, they call me Jessie.’


‘Much more suitable for a servant,’ approved Mrs Coxleigh. ‘One of His Lordship’s own cousins is called Lady Jessica. We couldn’t have a servant of the same name. It wouldn’t be fitting.’ Another stare skewered Jessie to the spot. ‘And are you a good girl?’


Seeing that the lady was waiting for a reply and that her mother was frowning at her, Jessie managed, ‘I – I think so, ma’am.’


‘I believe you can read and write?’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


‘She’s had three years in His Lordship’s own school,’ put in Agnes. ‘He gave her a special scholarship to go there. She’s a very good scholar.’


Mrs Coxleigh nodded. ‘I don’t usually take girls from Hettonby. Until now, they have lacked proper schooling. But Parson Marley has spoken very highly of both you and your daughter, and of course His Lordship’s school has made a big difference to standards locally.’ She nodded to herself, approving the severe clothes and obvious cleanliness of the mother. The daughter looked nice and healthy. She had a fresh complexion and was a sturdy girl, promising to be tall and strong when she grew older. Mrs Coxleigh did not like small, slender maids. They could not cope with the heavy lifting.


‘I shall give your daughter a quarter’s trial, Mrs Burton.’


Jessie sighed in relief and her mother allowed herself a quick, tight smile.


‘The wages are three pounds a year, payable quarterly, for the first two years. If you give satisfaction, Jessie, your wages will be increased after that. Lord Morrisham can be a very generous employer to those who serve him well. Though he will tolerate no slackness, mind! You will work hard, but you will have one full Sunday and one half Sunday off each month. Is all that clear?’


‘Yes, ma’am.’ The words came out as a whisper, but that too pleased the housekeeper.


‘Very well, then. You may start next month, on the first Monday.’ She turned back to Agnes. ‘Your daughter will need an outfit.’


‘Of course. That is understood.’


‘We supply the aprons ourselves, but she will require three print dresses for summer, three dark woollen dresses for winter, four changes of underwear – we insist on personal cleanliness and the laundry maids wash for the staff every fortnight – and four pairs of black knitted stockings. A plain bonnet to wear to church, mobcaps for work and a good, warm cloak. Three nightgowns with high necks and long sleeves. A pair of stout leather shoes and two pairs of soft leather slippers for indoors. I have the list here.’


She looked challengingly at Mrs Burton as she handed it over, but Agnes nodded calmly. She knew perfectly well that the cost of the outfit was a kind of entrance fee to service in the big houses. Long ago, Mrs Prudhom had taken her in without an outfit, but that was rare generosity. She was quite prepared to provide twice what Mrs Coxleigh had asked for, if necessary, for her daughter’s sake. For what other reason had she been saving her money?


On the way back to Hettonby, Jessie was very quiet, but her mother didn’t notice that at first because she was delighted to have got her daughter into a place with such good prospects.


‘If you play your cards right,’ she said for the umpteenth time, ‘you may have a chance to go for lady’s maid when you’re older, and everyone knows that’s one of the best jobs of all. Ladies’ maids get lots of perks – their mistress’s old clothes, the chance to travel, more time off – oh, it’s a good life, right enough!’ She sighed with as much pleasure as if she were getting the chance herself and became lost for a few minutes in dreams of her daughter’s wonderful, secure future.


Jessie sat silently beside her. A rabbit had just bobbed out from behind a tree and there was a thrush singing in the woods. She wished she could get down from the cart and run alongside it, wished she could go and explore these woods, which were much bigger than those near Hettonby. But most of all, she wished she weren’t going to work at the Hall. It was so big and dark, and she didn’t know anyone there. Her mouth drooped at the corners as the cart rumbled along, and her shoulders were hunched despondently. But for once, Agnes, flushed with triumph at achieving a lifetime’s ambition, did not notice.


During the next few weeks, Jessie did not attend school, but helped her mother to sew the things for her outfit. On the evening before she left, Mr Marley presented her with a handsome, leather-bound Bible of her very own, the possession of which seemed to set the seal on her new, grown-up status as a wage earner. Mr Snelling called to give her a volume of Shakespeare’s sonnets and express the hope that she wouldn’t quite forget what he had taught her over the years.


Her mother clicked her tongue impatiently at the impracticality of the schoolmaster’s gift and presented her daughter with a leather purse containing nine shiny silver shillings, one sixpenny piece, a threepenny bit and three pennies.


This was the most money Jessie had ever possessed in her whole life and she flung her arms round her mother. ‘Oh, thank you!’


‘This is just in case you need anything before you get your first wages next quarter day and it’s to be paid back over the next two and a half years at a shilling a quarter, mind.’


Jessie, feeling quite rich at the prospect of earning three whole pounds a year, nodded happily as she fingered this largesse. She would feel better with money behind her, more grown up. And the girl in the kitchen had looked friendly. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad at the Hall after all.


The following day the carrier again drove her over to Great Sutton, but this time she did not have the support of her mother and her heart was fluttering with nervousness beneath her new cloak of scratchy brown wool. Sam Lubb arrived at the parsonage very early and heaved her shiny new tin trunk up on the back of his cart in a careless way that made her want to protest. It had her initials painted on it and a stout lock, the key to which hung round her neck on a piece of ribbon, bumping against her flat chest as she walked. The trunk was another gift from her mother and had been sent for all the way to Leeds.


She was to arrive at eight o’clock sharp and to report to the housekeeper, who would then hand her over to the head housemaid for training.


Jessie felt quite sick with apprehension by the time the cart drew up at the rear of the Hall, but after Sam Lubb and a footman had panted inside with the trunk and dumped it in the back hallway, it was an hour before anyone there had time to attend to her. They just left her sitting on the same hard wooden bench as before in the passageway near the kitchen, and she grew more nervous by the minute.


When the summons to the housekeeper’s room did eventually come, she followed the maid, a different one this time, older than the others, and bobbed a curtsey to Mrs Coxleigh, as the other woman did. Her tin trunk was standing in front of the desk and she wondered why it had been brought here.


A rough hand shook her shoulder. ‘Pay attention, girl! Mrs Coxleigh has spoken to you twice.’


Jessie blushed. ‘I’m sorry.’ She answered all the questions put to her, though she couldn’t see what business some of them were to anyone else but herself.


‘Open your trunk now.’


Jessie gaped at Mrs Coxleigh.


‘Are you deaf, girl? Open your trunk. I haven’t got all day.’


Jessie did as she was ordered and then watched in deep resentment as the housekeeper and her assistant pulled out and inspected every item in it. She did not dare protest, but she felt angry. It was her trunk, her things. They had no right to go through them.


‘I’m glad to see that you have your own Bible, but I’m surprised you feel the need for poetry.’ Mrs Coxleigh weighed the handsomely bound volume in her hand, but finally returned it to Jessie. ‘You are not to waste your time reading this, except on your day off.’


Two footmen were then rung for to carry her trunk up to the long attic bedroom which she would share with five other maidservants.


Jessie turned to follow them but Vera, the chief housemaid, grabbed hold of her arm. ‘Mrs Coxleigh hasn’t finished with you yet.’


The next few minutes left Jessie scarlet with embarrassment and stifled outrage. It was the custom at the Hall, as at most large houses, to inspect the persons of all new servants for head lice and fleas. No exceptions were made and regular checks were carried out. The search was made by Vera under the gimlet eyes of the housekeeper and was very thorough.


Jessie buttoned up her clothes again afterwards with tears in her eyes, her face red with shame. No one, not even her mother, had seen her naked body for years. But she did not dare protest because she knew her mother would kill her if she offended Mrs Coxleigh or did anything to put her new job at risk.


That night and for many nights afterwards, Jessie wept herself to sleep in the narrow, lumpy bed which she was to call her own for several years to come. And right from the start, she hated working at the Hall, hated it with a passion as she alternately sweated in the large overheated rooms where the family lived or shivered in the draughty corridors and servants’ quarters. She was resentful of the sneering footmen, and hurt by the tricks the other housemaids played upon the young newcomer. But most of all she missed being outdoors, as she had known she would.


Her mother was proud and happy that she was working at the Hall, but Jessie knew, even during her first bewildering year, that she could not spend her life doing this. There was nothing she could do about it until she grew up, however, nothing except endure. The words were graven on her heart now, she was sure: What can’t be cured must be endured. Sometimes, on bad days, she recited them under her breath like a litany.
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Blackholm: 1832



Reginald Stafford died of an apoplexy while berating the stable lad for some imagined carelessness. Typically, he died with a look of anger on his face, and although they laid him out with great care, they could not erase that look.


When the lad came running to fetch her, his daughter Elinor walked slowly across to the stables. It was a trick, it must be, another of his stupid hurtful pranks. But there was his still body lying waiting for her. She checked very carefully, afraid to believe that her father was indeed gone, then she let out a great sigh of relief. ‘Yes, he’s dead. Carry him up to his room, please.’


She followed them and once they had laid the body down, asked them to leave. Then she searched his pockets. If she didn’t do it, someone else might. When she found a fat roll of banknotes, anger surged through her. ‘Oh!’ Kitchen bills left unpaid and he walked round with this. She tucked the money into the pocket hanging on a tape under her full skirt, then went to pen a hasty note to her brother, Simon, fumbling through her father’s untidy desk for the sealing wax.


That finished, she turned to ring for the housekeeper and let out an exclamation of surprise as she found her hovering behind her.


‘Are you all right, miss?’ Mrs Blount asked.


Elinor realised with some satisfaction that there would be no one for the woman to report her findings to now, but decided that she would wait until Simon returned before dismissing her. ‘I’m perfectly well, Mrs Blount. I’m just writing to tell my brother what’s happened. You may return to your duties.’


‘It’s a right shame, and the master only fifty-three.’


Elinor merely inclined her head. She could not voice any words of regret for she had hated her father, hated the way he treated them, particularly her, hated even the sight of his red face and knowing eyes. Of course, she had not dared show her feelings when he was alive and she had no intention of parading them in front of others now. ‘I’ll just walk down to the receiving office with my letter.’


‘I can send t’stable lad.’


‘No need. I feel like some fresh air.’ And she didn’t want Mrs Blount prying open the letter. ‘But you can send for Mrs Peggins to lay him out.’


The housekeeper watched her go, then rifled hurriedly through her master’s pockets. ‘Bitch!’ she said when she didn’t find the money she knew he’d been carrying, the roll he always peeled a note from when she’d pleased him particularly. She went down to the basement to grumble to the cook about her young mistress. ‘Hasn’t wept once, she hasn’t.’


‘Well, would you?’


‘He was her father.’


‘Poor sort of father he’s been.’


‘Poor sort of children he were landed with.’


‘Oh, you would take his side! Well, you’ll have to look for another place for yourself now, won’t you? You’re not liked by them as’ll inherit this one.’ She spoke with some satisfaction, for she, too, disliked the housekeeper.


Fanny Blount smiled. She might not need to work at all. He had promised to do something for her in his will, promised faithfully.


Simon Stafford read his sister’s letter in his rooms at Oxford, where he was studying subjects that interested him not the slightest because his father had threatened to disown him if he didn’t carry on the family tradition and attend that university. He was betrayed into one exclamation of, ‘Oh, thank God!’ and a great shuddering sigh of relief, but had himself under control again as he went to obtain permission to return home.


He travelled up to London, where he took the mail coach north to Halifax, arriving late at night. The next day he took a slower coach to Hebden Bridge, then a cab out to the tiny hamlet of Blackholm. By the time he arrived, he felt exhausted, but for the first time in years he was not filled with dread as he approached the sprawling house on the edge of the moors which had been in his family for well over a century. He frowned at it. How dingy it looked! A great square, three stories high, of uncompromising stone, weathered and darkened by years of winter winds and storms. Why had his father not had the ivy cut back and the woodwork painted before the winter? And some of the slates on the roof were cracked. Last year he’d noticed that the servants had to set buckets in the attic to catch the drips when it rained, but his father seemed to care only for the horses and stables.


In spite of its imperfections, Simon beamed at the house as the carriage drew up, for he loved every dilapidated corner of it. He would look after things better now that it was his. And he wouldn’t be returning to Oxford, either. After he had set everything in order here, he would train as an engineer as he’d always wanted to.


Elinor met him at the door and they embraced warmly. She was the elder by five years, but they were very close. How could they not be? Their mother had died when Simon was ten and Elinor had brought him up, protecting him when she could from their father, who had always been a figure of terror to them both. ‘Oh, I’m so glad you’re home!’ She hugged him again.


Mrs Blount was already hovering at the end of the hall, listening. Seeing their eyes upon her, she came forward in the rustling black silks that were far too fine for her situation. She let her fingers trail against the skirt as she walked. The master had bought this outfit for her when she complained of feeling dowdy. He had given her quite a few things in gratitude for her services, for she had known how to please him. His children were too stupid. And they were weak. He had been strong. A fine figure of a man. ‘Would you like to see your father, Mr Simon?’ she asked in a soft voice, ignoring Elinor completely.


His reply was curt and he was already turning away from her as he said, ‘No, thank you. But I’d appreciate some tea, if you could tell Cook?’


Upstairs, in his sister’s small parlour, Simon sat on the couch with his arm round Elinor’s thin shoulders. ‘How exactly did he die?’


‘As you might expect. In a fit of rage at the poor stable lad.’


He made a disgusted sound. ‘Well, I shan’t miss him, nor shall I pretend to be grief-stricken.’


‘It feels so strange,’ she said wonderingly. ‘No one shouting. No crashes and bangs from the library. And I’ve banished his dogs to the stables.’


‘Ugly brutes – just like him. We’ll get another dog and you can train it properly.’ He knew his sister’s love of animals. ‘There’ll be just you and me from now on, Elinor. And as soon as the funeral’s over, we’ll get rid of her.’


‘Do you suppose he’s left her anything?’


‘I hope not.’


But they both feared he might have.


‘Still,’ he consoled, ‘we’ll be able to do as we please from now on.’


‘I can’t remember ever feeling so happy. Or so free.’


‘Nor can I.’


Their quiet joy was spoiled that very afternoon, even before the funeral. A note was brought round to the heir from the lawyer, suggesting a plain funeral and as little expenditure as possible, given the circumstances. Simon showed it at once to his sister.


She turned pale. There was only one interpretation you could place on this. ‘He can’t have spent everything, surely?’ But his desk had been full of unpaid bills.


There was silence, then Simon shook his head. ‘Who knows what he did with the money? He never seemed short, anyway. But whatever else, we’ll still have the house.’


‘I’ve no objection at all to a small, plain funeral. He doesn’t deserve any better.’


Looking at her face, at the hatred she didn’t attempt to conceal when only he was there, Simon wondered yet again what she had had to put up with while he was away, first at school, then at university. She had always refused to discuss it, saying: Least said, soonest mended. But he knew how unhappy she had been.


‘Is there anything you need to tell me, love?’


Elinor didn’t meet his eyes. ‘Nothing.’ Then, almost as if she couldn’t hold back the words, she added, ‘But there’s a lot to forget.’


When they drove back from church after the quiet funeral the following afternoon, Hoskins, the lawyer, came with them but no one else had been invited – which had caused some talk in the district.


Mrs Blount, still angry at being refused permission to attend the funeral with the other mourners, instead of sitting at the back of the church with the servants, was already waiting in the hall. ‘Is the will to be read in the library?’


Simon looked at her in amazement. ‘What concern is that of yours?’


She ignored him and turned to the lawyer. ‘Am I not mentioned in it? The master promised he would leave me something.’


‘No servant is mentioned. It’s a very simple will and concerns only his children.’


The sound of her indrawn breath echoed round the hall.


‘Please come into the library, Mr Hoskins,’ Elinor said in her quiet voice.


All three ignored the housekeeper, who was left standing there alone, fists clenched by her sides. When the door had closed upon them, she looked round furtively and tiptoed into the parlour. ‘It’s only fair I be paid for my trouble,’ she muttered, fingering the trinkets and trying to work out which would not be missed for a day or two and which of those were the more valuable.


In the library, after some hemming and hawing, Mr Hoskins spread out a piece of paper and tapped it with a plump forefinger. ‘The will leaves everything to you, Mr Stafford, and nothing to your sister –’


‘That’s typical of him,’ Simon muttered, and turned to Elinor. ‘But don’t worry – I’ll look after you. I’ll always look after you.’


The lawyer cleared his throat to get their attention. ‘I’m afraid . . .’ he hesitated, then rushed on to get it over ‘. . . there won’t be much left to inherit.’


They both froze and sat staring at him, the resemblance between them very strong at that moment. They favoured their mother, tall and thin, with mousy hair, aquiline noses and long elegant limbs, rather than their burly father with his tree-trunk legs and short neck.


Simon felt Elinor’s hand reach out to grasp his. ‘I don’t quite understand?’


The lawyer sighed. He had been dreading this moment. ‘Your father’s been overspending for years, living like a lord and investing unwisely. Always against my advice, I do assure you. Your mother’s money was spent even before she died, and since then he’s been juggling things. I’m amazed he lasted this long without bankruptcy. And –’ another sigh – ‘I’m afraid the creditors will be down on you soon.’


Simon felt bitterness churn within him. Typical of his father! And not a word to either of them, let alone any attempt to economise. He could see only one ray of hope. ‘But my sister’s annuity – that’s still secured to her, at least?’


‘The first annuity is, the one from her godmother. He found a way to circumvent the second one that your mother asked in her will should be set up.’ He bowed to Elinor. ‘You’ll have an income of about two hundred pounds a year, my dear, but that’s all. And –’ best get all the bad news out in the open ‘– it’s my guess that you’ll have to sell this house and all its contents to pay off his debts.’
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