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Windfell Manor, 1882


A warm summer’s breeze played gently with the copper-beech leaves as the carriages drew up beneath the spreading boughs of the mighty trees that lined the driveway to Windfell Manor. Soft music from the quartet that was playing inside the immaculate walled garden pleased the ears of the guests as they ascended the steps to the most prestigious house in the district of Ribblesdale, which lay in the furthest reaches of North Yorkshire. The day was one of celebration, especially for the Atkinson family, with Isabelle turning twenty-one.


Charlotte, her mother, leaned over the bannister that swept down into the marble-floored hallway of Windfell Manor. She had hesitated on her way down to the celebration, as her eyes filled with tears when she heard the laughter and love that were being shown to her most precious daughter. The manor, she knew, was filled with well-wishers and would-be suitors for one of the most eligible young ladies in the Dales; old friends and new, as well as those with influence within local society, mingled and enjoyed the luxury of the manor and its surroundings. All for her Isabelle, the birthday girl, who had grown into a beautiful young woman, with jet-black hair and eyes as blue as the forget-me-nots that flowered profusely in the gardens outside. Her hair was the only telltale sign of her true parentage – the only visible aspect of the long-dead cad who had been her true father, Joseph Dawson.


Charlotte fought back the tears as she remembered the year Isabelle came into the world; the horrendous murder that Isabelle’s father had committed; and her own fight to save Ferndale Mill and, with it, the realization of how dependent married women were upon their husbands. It had meant that she had to grow up quickly and become independent in her own right, fighting to keep her position as mistress of Windfell and owner of Crummock Farm. Unlike her daughter, who up to the present had led a privileged life, not wanting for anything.


‘Hey, what’s this? Tears on our Isabelle’s birthday – I’ll not have that.’ Archie closed their bedroom door and put his arm around the woman he loved. ‘Listen to all that giggling and cavorting. There’s no need for tears today, my love.’


‘I’m sorry. I was just remembering when she was born, and how life was such a struggle back then. I didn’t know if I would last from one day to the next.’ Charlotte smiled weakly at Archie, her rock through all the years of despair.


‘And then you married me, and you have never looked back since.’ Archie squeezed her tightly to him and kissed her on the cheek.


‘You mean I married you and got another worry.’ Charlotte smiled as she wiped away the tears, for it had been the best thing she had done in her life, despite her teasing words. ‘Where’s Danny? Is he downstairs already?’


‘Downstairs and out in the garden with that lass from over at Langcliffe. I watched them out of the bedroom window, holding hands and giggling as they ran to the seat under the beech tree. He takes after his father, does that one – knows how to catch a lady’s eye.’ Archie grinned.


‘Which lass from up Langcliffe?’ Charlotte sighed. It was true that Danny was a devil for the women; and he’d inherited Archie’s mop of blond hair, and his wicked smile made all the young women titter and giggle at the slightest glance from him.


‘Here, come and have a look at her, you’ll know her name, once you see her. I can’t think who she is, I think they farm up at High Winskill.’ Archie opened their bedroom door and urged Charlotte to look out of the window to view the courting couple.


She pulled back the heavy drape of their bedroom curtains and sneaked a look at the pair sitting on the metal seat that encircled one of the beech trees in the immaculate gardens of the manor. ‘It is the lass from High Winskill. The family are called Armstrong, aren’t they? She is the youngest, Harriet; her older sister got married last year to one of the Warburtons over in Lancashire. I remember because it was a big wedding, and her mother was bragging all over Settle about how well her daughter had done to catch one of the Warburton lads, as everyone knows they aren’t short of a bob or two. You don’t think she’s after Danny for his money? I wouldn’t put it past her, if she takes after her mother.’


‘Now, Charlotte, stop worrying. Besides, if she is after his money, she’ll be in for a shock, for Danny hasn’t got any – not yet anyway. He’ll have to wait until after our day. And I’m not thinking of going anywhere just yet, and you look fit enough to me.’ Archie pulled her away from the window. ‘Now, let’s go down and join this party, and stop worrying about nothing. What will be will be, and you can’t keep your eye on them all the time. Think on what your father said about me; he didn’t have much faith in me, and I might not have had any money, but I knew how to make you happy. And that’s the main thing.’


Charlotte looked back through the window as Archie urged her down the stairs and she caught just a fleeting glimpse of a stolen kiss between the lovers, who were lost in one another’s eyes. She didn’t care what Archie said; the Armstrong lass was a little too forward with her affections, for her liking.


Archie and Charlotte walked down the sweeping staircase into the hallway, smiling at the throng of elegant, well-to-do-people who were attending the prestigious event. The ladies were dressed in luxurious gowns in all the hues of the rainbow. Their hair was adorned with feathers, and glistening jewels were draped around their slim, elegant necks. Their husbands stood like pompous penguins in their black-and-white suits, hanging on every word that was uttered, and sipping their port genteelly as they discussed the topics of the day.


‘Mother! Mother, look at what Robert has given me. Isn’t it just adorable?’ Isabelle pulled on Charlotte’s arm, dragging her to where a kitten was being stroked by a group of her adoring friends. ‘I’m going to call it Bobby – after Robert – and then I’ll always remember this day.’ She picked up the long-haired grey kitten and stroked its head as it mewed, distressed by all the noise and commotion around it.


‘Just put it down, Isabelle, before it does something on you!’ Charlotte’s face revealed what she really thought of the gift; she was not keen on cats, which belonged outside, keeping down the mouse population, and she didn’t have time for inside pets.


‘Oh, Mother, you are such a bore. He’s adorable – look at those eyes. How can you not fall in love with him?’ Isabelle held the kitten tightly and flashed a smile at the young man from whom she had received it.


‘Do you mean that cat or the man?’ Charlotte quizzed, noticing the look that passed between them.


‘Mother, I don’t know what you mean!’ Isabelle grinned.


‘I think you do. Don’t forget I was once as young as you.’ Charlotte looked at her blushing daughter and recognized a great deal of herself in the flirtatious young woman.


‘Yes, and look who you married: my lovely stepfather. Whom I love dearly, apart from that dratted stepbrother of mine. Have you seen him with that awful Armstrong girl? She is so common, Mother, and she is simply throwing herself at Danny.’ Isabelle petted her kitten. ‘When I find my perfect man, he’s going to be wealthy, with excellent manners and a brain – unlike that ninny.’


‘Both your father and I have noticed her infatuation with your brother. We don’t know much about her, but I’m going to make it my business to do so. And you, Isabelle, must make yourself known to the rest of the room, and not just Robert Knowles. There are some very eligible young men here. That is partially what your party is for: one day Windfell will be yours, and you need the right man by your side.’ Charlotte looked sternly at her simpering daughter. If only Isabelle knew how much the grand manor of Windfell had cost her, and how much the future happiness of both children meant to both Archie and her.


Isabelle strutted away from her mother and went to stand next to the open bay window of the drawing room. She loved her mother dearly, but everything was always about business and eligibility – had she never been young? She knew she was privileged, living in such a beautiful manor house with its sweeping gardens and grand grounds, but for just one day she wanted to flirt and enjoy herself with whomever she chose, without any thought of their connections and eligibility. She looked around the room and spotted Luke Clark: now he was one she could have a laugh with and at the same time irritate her stepbrother, as Luke was one of Danny’s close friends. She smiled to herself and walked over towards him, while the kitten was being handed to the person nearest to her.


‘Are you alright, Father? You look a million miles away.’ Danny spotted Archie gazing out of the window and knew that he’d rather be viewing the stock at Crummock than be in a room full of giggling youth and his stepmother’s business associates.


‘Aye, I’m fine, lad.’ Archie looked at his son and smiled.


‘Now then, Father: if you’ve got worries, heaven help the ordinary man in the street. Crummock will be alright for an odd day without you.’ Danny tried to cheer up his downcast parent.


‘Aye, I know, but these fancy dos are more your mother’s thing than mine. I’d rather be turning them stirks into the top pasture, away from their mothers. Anyway, enough of me and my worries. Who’s this bonny thing on your arm? You are no gentleman, Danny – you’ve not introduced us.’ Archie turned to the quietly intent girl on his son’s arm and watched as her face lit up at being introduced to her beau’s father. She was a pretty thing, there was no doubt about that. Perhaps a little plain, compared to Isabelle, but she’d a sparkle in her eyes that would capture any young man’s heart. She was dressed a little plainly, but the blue taffeta gown she wore flattered her petite figure.


‘This is Miss Harriet Armstrong, Father. Her parents farm at High Winskill at Langcliffe. I’ve been wanting to introduce her to you and Mother for some time, but have not had the opportunity.’ Danny held out Harriet’s hand and passed it to his father to shake, while Harriet smiled at the man she had heard Danny talk about so much.


‘Delighted to meet you, Miss Armstrong. I know High Winskill. Not that big a farm, and it’ll be a bit wild in winter, but you’ll have a good view of Pen-y-Ghent.’ Archie looked at the girl that his son was obviously in love with.


‘Delighted to meet you, Mr Atkinson. Danny talks about you a great deal, he’s very proud of you. You have a beautiful home here. I don’t think I’ve ever been in a place so fine.’ Harriet looked around her and her cheeks filled with colour as she tried to impress Archie.


‘Aye, it’s alright. It’s all my wife’s doing – she’s got a good eye for suchlike. I just let her organize it, and I concentrate on what I do on the farms, although she still keeps her hand in at the cotton mill; she’s down at Ferndale every day, making sure it runs smoothly. Do you work, Miss Armstrong, or do you help your parents at home?’ Archie waited for a reply, while noticing over Harriet’s shoulder that Charlotte was urging him to join her.


‘Yes, I work in the jeweller’s along Duke Street, Ezera Bloomenber’s. I’m the shop assistant there. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you or Mrs Atkinson in there?’ Harriet watched as Archie failed to hide the shock on his face.


‘No, no, I don’t think we have ever given the Bloomenbers our business. Perhaps it is something we will have to think about.’ Archie smiled politely, recovering himself quickly. ‘I’m sorry to cut our meeting short, but if you’ll excuse me, I think my wife needs me.’ He made his excuses, patted Danny on the arm and walked over to Charlotte, to tell her his worrying news.


‘Well, that was my father. Sorry he didn’t stay longer, Harriet. My mother obviously needed him urgently.’ Danny smiled. ‘I think she wanted my father to join her as she talks to Hector and Lorenzo Christie. She secretly admires them both, as they are the biggest businessmen in Craven. They both dress so finely and have made themselves small fortunes. And with Lorenzo and his son Hector owning rival cotton mills to hers, Mother likes to keep them both close. So close that Hector is Isabelle’s godfather. That was good planning on my mother’s part.’


‘I think the Christies were an excuse for your father to leave us. Perhaps I shouldn’t have mentioned where I worked, like you said.’ Harriet sighed.


‘They can take it or leave it – I love you, not where you work.’ Danny squeezed her arm and passed her another drink. ‘And I do love you, despite all our family secrets.’
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Charlotte had tossed and turned all night, unable to sleep for thinking of all the things that could go wrong, if Danny and Harriet Armstrong were serious about one another, and of the consequences it could have on the family. Her worries had grown out of all proportion as the night had worn on. In the darkness everything had looked so bleak, with the mill being lost for having no rightful heir after Isabelle was rejected by polite society, and Danny running off with a penniless hussy, if her worst fears were realized.


‘You’ve tossed and groaned all night. Even with a drink or two in me, you’ve kept me woken. I might as well get myself up and go and look at the stock at Crummock, and see what Arthur’s got to say for himself.’ Archie sat on the edge of the bed and pushed his shirt into his breeches, before pulling on his braces. He stood up and drew back the heavy drapes of their bedroom window and squinted in the morning’s sharp light, before looking at the time on the clock. ‘Six o’clock: you stop in bed for another hour, there’s no need for you to be up this early.’


‘Get back into bed, Archie, and I’ll get up. Although to say you’ve not slept all night – you were snoring loud enough, at one time.’ Charlotte yawned and rubbed her eyes. ‘I couldn’t sleep. I’m sorry, I’m just worried about things.’ She sat up in bed and watched as Archie put on his jacket.


‘I told you yesterday: stop fretting, the lass from Winskill seems grand. Now, I’m off. I’ll tell Lily not to disturb you for another hour or so, if she’s up. You put your head back down and stop worrying – all will work out fine.’ He looked back at an anxious Charlotte and decided not to chance his luck with a parting kiss, as he usually did every morning, for fear of her trying to change his mind.


‘What about your breakfast?’ Charlotte asked, as Archie made for the door.


‘I’ll have it up at Crummock. Mary will not see me go hungry.’ He closed the door quietly behind him and was glad that he had the excuse of Crummock to escape to.


‘You are up early, sir.’ The scullery maid stopped and tidied her mob cap and wiped her face, as she was caught unawares carrying a bucket of ashes across the hallway.


Archie picked up his riding crop from the hall stand and looked at the young lass in front of him. ‘Aye, couldn’t sleep. The mistress won’t need Lily yet, although she’s wide awake. I’ve told her there’s no need for both of us to be up and going. I’ve told her to lie in until her usual time; she’ll happen get an hour’s peace, if I’m gone and not snoring next to her.’ He hesitated as he drew back the bolt on the front door. ‘You’d better tell Cook there’s one less for breakfast.’


‘I will, sir. Enjoy your day.’ Eve, the parlour maid, curtsied, before picking up the bucket of ashes and disappearing downstairs to tell Mrs Batty, the cook, and her helper Ruby Baxter that there would be one less for breakfast. Then she passed on the rest of the information to Lily.


Archie walked across the yard to the stables and opened the door. The smell of horse sweat and polished leather hit his nostrils, and his bay horse whinnied at the sight of its master.


Jethro, the groom and stablehand, watched motionless and unnoticed as his master patted and whispered sweet nothings to the horse he loved. His dark, swarthy looks blended into the darkness of the tack-room. Jethro had served the Atkinsons as man and boy and now, at the age of nearly forty, he was still as fit and handsome as ever, turning many a woman’s head, but always keeping himself to himself, preferring his own company.


‘By, she loves you – that is a fact, sir.’ Jethro walked out of the shadows and made himself known to his master.


‘I sometimes think she’s the only woman who does, Jethro. As long as I live, I will never know how a woman’s mind works.’ Archie leaned on the stall gate and patted his horse.


‘Why do you think I’m single, sir? Women baffle me too, never can figure them out. I’d rather have my women with four legs, too. I take it you need this one saddling?’ Jethro unbolted the stable door and led Sheba, Archie’s favourite mare, out of her stall, before reaching for her saddle and harness.


‘Aye, let me go somewhere I know something about and get up to the farm. I’ll be back later this afternoon. The mistress will need the gig later this morning; she’ll be off to Ferndale. Can you make sure it’s ready for her?’ Archie waited until Jethro had prepared his horse and then he led it out and pulled himself up into the saddle.


‘Will do, sir.’ Jethro looked at the gentleman farmer and watched as he trotted out of the yard. You’d have to travel a good distance to get a better master than Archie Atkinson, and he was lucky to work for such a straight-talking man.


Charlotte lay in her bed and watched the clouds scuttling across the greyness of the early-morning sky. She couldn’t get back to sleep, for her mind was too busy ticking over things. She’d dress herself, and not wait for Lily to help her with her toilet and dress. Throwing back the covers, she sighed as she looked at the stays that really needed two pairs of hands to lace them up. Reaching for her dressing gown, she decided to have a wash and to brush her hair, if nothing else, before Lily’s arrival; then stopped in her tracks as she realized there was no warm water in the empty jug and bowl on her washstand. How had she become so dependent on servants? She looked at the empty jug and thought fleetingly about investing in one of those newfangled bathrooms that all the best people were installing in their homes. That would save the constant running back and forth for endless hot water for the tin baths in which the household bathed, and for water in which to wash in the morning. Mrs Batty and the kitchen staff would appreciate having hot water on tap, instead of having to use the boiler in the outhouse every day, she was sure; she would have to discuss it with Archie later.


She sat in front of her dressing-table mirror and ran her hairbrush through her long blonde hair and looked at herself. The hair she had been so proud of was beginning to show traces of silver now, a telltale sign of how hard a life she had endured, while her once-clear forehead now showed faint worry lines across her brow. She sat and twisted her hair into the usual bun that kept it in place for her daily duties, then pinned it with hair clips. Looking at herself again in the mirror, Charlotte smiled at her reflection. She might have aged a little, but she was still not bad-looking, and her eyes had a twinkle in them that showed a lust for life that she would never lose.


Her thoughts were interrupted when a knock on the door brought her back to the present.


‘Enter.’ Charlotte turned on her stool and waited.


‘Morning, ma’am.’ Lily came into the room and smiled at her mistress. ‘Eve said you were awake, but not to disturb you, but I knew you’d be wanting to wash and for me to do your hair. I knew you wouldn’t be in bed, once you were awake. I see you’ve already won me with your hair. I’ll take your jug and bring you some warm water from the kitchen to wash in.’ She reached for the ornate jug and made her way out of the room.


Charlotte sat and looked at herself again in the mirror and placed her head in her hands. She didn’t want to face the day, not if it meant falling out over Danny’s choice of woman. It was just like Archie to hide away up at Crummock rather than face reality, damn him!


Isabelle and Danny sat around the long walnut table in the manor’s dining room, discussing the previous day’s celebrations, both taking pleasure in their choice of friends and lovers.


‘What did you look like, with that Harriet Armstrong on your arm? She’s a silly giggling ninny,’ Isabelle teased her brother over the breakfast table while she helped herself to scrambled eggs, which Thomson, the butler, offered her while trying not to listen to the two young people. ‘She’s so common, Danny. But I did admire the dress she was in, although the material was cheap.’


‘You can just keep your views to yourself. Who are you to say that Harriet is a giggling ninny? You weren’t much better. As for flirting – I was embarrassed when you kept making eyes at Robert Knowles. He’s only a farmer, you know; he’s not William Christie, your precious college boy.’ Danny stabbed his bacon. Isabelle could be so scathing sometimes and she didn’t mince her words.


‘William Christie! That’s my mother’s doing. He wouldn’t look at me twice, no matter how much she plots and plans, nor I at him. He loves his books too much. I know Robert farms at Feizor, but I don’t care; he makes me laugh, and his friend Luke is so charming.’ Isabelle grinned and blushed.


‘You were such a flirt, I don’t know how you can criticize Harriet. At least she’s only got eyes for me.’ Danny leaned on the table and looked across at his stepsister, in whom he knew all his friends were beginning to show an interest. But he could not see the fascination; Isabelle could be so mouthy and rude, and at the moment she was intent on disliking Harriet, his true love. ‘Now, Luke Clark, he’s a good man, always lets me have a free biscuit out of that big glass bottle they have on the counter of their grocery store. Have you tried them? They are from Carr’s biscuit factory in Carlisle. They are bloody good.’


‘You are always thinking of your belly. I’m not bothered what either man does, as long as they treat me right. We should both look for that in a suitor. Remember the mistake my mother made.’ Isabelle smiled at her brother; she loved Danny so much and never thought of him as a stepbrother. ‘Anyway, where’s Father this morning? I saw Mother in the morning room, but there’s not a sign of Father.’ She looked up quickly as Charlotte entered the room.


‘He’s gone up to Crummock. He couldn’t sleep, and he left the house just after six o’clock. What mistake have I made then? I just caught the end of your conversation.’ Charlotte walked across the dining room, pulled out her chair and sat down with her children, then sipped her tea as she waited for Isabelle to explain what she had been discussing.


‘Sorry, Mother, I was just saying that you were mistaken in thinking Robert Knowles took my eye, as Danny has pointed out that he farms at Feizor – not that being a farmer is anything to be ashamed of. Look at Father, he’s a true gentleman.’ Isabelle covered her tracks quickly. She and Danny had known the truth about her father from the day they were able to sit in the manor’s kitchen listening to the kitchen staff gossiping. Neither had ever let their parents know that they knew, although sometimes curiosity got the better of them both, before deciding such things were best forgotten; besides, both could not wish for better parents, and Charlotte’s true father did not deserve a second thought.


‘Robert Knowles – I think you are telling me lies, Isabelle. I saw the way you looked at him. Where is that dreadful kitten he gave you? I hope you are keeping an eye on it. What a silly birthday present to give you. I suppose one of the farm cats will have had kittens and they’ll want homes for them – it’ll have cost him nothing.’ Charlotte smiled silently to herself while she buttered her toast. The Knowles were a good family who farmed a stone’s throw away from Crummock. Isabelle could do worse, although Robert would know nothing about cotton, so he would be useless if Isabelle was ever to inherit Ferndale Mill, which gave the family its wealth.


‘Bobby’s in my bedroom. He’s perfectly clean and has slept on my bed with me.’ Isabelle was quick to defend her birthday present.


‘Is that the kitten or Robert, little sister?’ Danny couldn’t stop himself.


‘Danny, wash your mouth out! We will have none of that, not until you are both respectfully married. What did Miss Armstrong think of your home, Danny? I believe she works in the jeweller’s, your father informs me.’ Charlotte waited and watched for both children’s response.


‘She thought it was beautiful, Mother, but was disappointed that she did not get to meet you. Yes, she does work for Dora Bloomenber. I think old Ezera, before he died, treated Harriet more like his daughter, as he and his wife had not been blessed with family of their own.’ Danny waited for his mother’s response. He’d known that once Harriet said who she worked for, she would not be welcome in the family home, but she had decided to tell the truth, regardless of his mother’s reaction.


‘Mrs Bloomenber will be my aunt, won’t she, Mother? I’m right in thinking that she was my father’s sister? Not that you have ever told me, or that I have ever been introduced to her.’ Isabelle caught her breath and felt inwardly sick, for this was the first time she had dared to mention Dora Bloomenber and her knowledge that Dora was her aunt. She’d always been secretly fascinated by her father and his family, but knew it hurt her mother too much even to mention his name. Harriet had unknowingly given her the chance to ask other questions that she had never dared to raise, and she wasn’t going to waste the opportunity. She’d also decided that, despite Harriet being common, Danny was obviously in love with her, and Harriet working for her father’s relations should not be held against the girl.


Charlotte was shocked. ‘How do you know that? Dora Bloomenber is not someone I would want either of you to be associated with; or Harriet.’ She threw down her napkin and looked at both of her children, who were obviously in cahoots. She had dreaded the day this woman entered into their lives, as Charlotte knew she surely would. And now her daughter was telling her that she had known about Dora, and about her real father. ‘She is pure poison, Isabelle, which is why she has never been mentioned in this house, and I forbid you to have anything to do with her.’ Charlotte’s voice trembled as she looked across at Danny and Isabelle. She felt physically sick at the thought that for years Isabelle and Danny had been keeping the secret of Isabelle’s parentage to themselves. She had fought so hard to protect Isabelle from the scandal that her father had cursed the family with, and now it was out in the open.


Danny sighed, not quite knowing what to say and do. The tension between his mother and sister was unbelievable, and he felt guilty knowing that it was the introduction of Harriet into the family that had brought it about. ‘Isabelle, tell Mother just how much we both know about the past. Perhaps it’s for the best that she knows all. After all, it is a secret that is better out in the open. We’ve both been pretending for so long that we knew nothing.’


Isabelle left her seat and pulled up a chair next to her mother. She’d known all her life that Charlotte had been lying to her regarding her parentage, but was also aware it had only been done to protect her. ‘Mother, I love you dearly – we both do – and that is why we never talk of my father and his sister. As Danny says, we know all about my father and what he did to you; we’ve heard people gossiping about him since we could barely walk, let alone talk.’ Her eyes filled with tears, for she had wanted to tell her mother all this for so long, but hadn’t wanted to hurt her. Isabelle reached for her mother’s shaking hands and looked into her worried eyes. ‘We know my father, Joseph Dawson, was a cad and a murderer, and that Dora Bloomenber is probably just as evil.’


Charlotte looked at both her children – the children she loved and would gladly lay down her life for. ‘I’ve been thinking for so long that it would break your heart if you were ever to find out, Isabelle. And then yesterday, on your birthday, the past came back to bite me, when Harriet said she worked for Dora Bloomenber. I knew that your father’s terrible ways could no longer be hidden. You know that Archie has brought you up as his own and loves you dearly. He will always regard you as his.’ Charlotte kissed her daughter’s bent head. ‘Danny, please be careful. Dora is a nasty piece of work. I wouldn’t want you influenced by her.’ She held out her free hand for Danny to take.


‘Mother, I know that you and Father love us both equally. I’ll make sure I keep Dora at a distance. After all, Harriet only works for her – Dora’s not her mother.’ Danny squeezed his stepmother’s hand. ‘Even my snotty stepsister has stood up for me this morning, which is quite a shock to the system.’


‘Eh, less of the snotty. And I expect your support when I find the man of my dreams.’ Isabelle lifted her head from her mother’s chest.


‘I’m just so glad it is all out in the open, as both your father and I have not slept a wink for worrying. If there’s anything else you need to know, just ask me.’


‘No, it’s in the past, Mother. Archie is my father and Danny is my brother – it’s as simple as that. I have hated hiding all that I have known about my parentage, and I know Danny has, too. Perhaps Harriet courting Danny has laid bare the past and all its secrets.’ Isabelle kissed her mother’s brow.


‘From what I understand, Dora hated her brother, so Harriet says. He treated her as badly as he did everyone else. So I don’t think she’ll give us any trouble.’ Danny leaned back in his chair.


‘So Harriet knows about all the scandal, and Dora talks about it?’ Charlotte was taken aback.


‘Yes, but as I say, it’s history now. What does it matter? You own the mill and employ half of Settle and the district, and my father is one of the leading farmers of Craven. Times have moved on.’ Danny poured himself another tea and looked at his sister and mother, thinking of all the worry that had been caused by one selfish man. He could never be like that.


‘Your father’s gone to Crummock with the weight of the world on his shoulders. He knows I’ve worried about Harriet and her connections all night. Now it seems you’ve heard it all, over the years. I’ll be honest, Danny. I told your father that I didn’t want Harriet in the house, and that he had to try and stop the romance you are both entwined in. I’m still unsure about you courting her, but I suppose time will tell; as long as she doesn’t come between us all – your father and I would never allow that. I do know what loving someone means, and I know love conquers all things, so from this day on you have my blessing.’


Charlotte pulled her chair back from the table. She had a busy day ahead, with a visit to the mill later in the morning, and a social meeting with Tom Beresford from the Craven Lime Company in the afternoon, but the confession around the breakfast table had taken her by surprise.


‘Both your father and I have been so careful in trying to protect you from any harm. We both have so many bad memories, and of course your father was broken-hearted when your mother died, Danny. I feel guilty about not discussing it with you both before now. There just never seemed a right time, and I thought there was nothing to be gained by unearthing the past.’ Charlotte stood up, although her legs felt like jelly and her stomach was churning.


‘Mother, all we have ever known is love and protection from you both, so we need no apologies. I was curious about my father when I was younger, but I simply had to ask any of the servants downstairs, if I needed to know anything about him. They were quite forthcoming with their thoughts, while I was helping them with the chores. Please believe me that nothing anybody says or does can hurt me. I’m glad Harriet has entered our lives, as it’s made us talk about my father.’ Isabelle smiled across at her mother and brother.


Charlotte shook her head. ‘I don’t know; those gossiping servants, they saw it all, but they were my rock when I needed them, along with your Great-aunt Lucy. Bless her soul, I would never have managed to buy the mill or afford to live here, without her.’


‘Great-aunt Lucy, who was your father’s cook and very close friend.’ Danny laughed.


‘Is there nothing you two don’t know?’ Charlotte glanced at Danny, and the impish look on his face told her that he knew the truth regarding her father’s relationship with Lucy Cranston.


‘Not a lot: we hear and see everything, don’t we, Izzy?’ Danny grinned.


‘We certainly do.’ Isabelle smiled, for twenty-one years of secrets had just been laid bare – the best birthday present she could have wished for.
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Charlotte sat back in the gig. She’d never realized that both children had kept so many secrets to themselves, and the conversation had completely thrown her. She couldn’t help but question herself for keeping so much from Isabelle – had she done the right thing? It seemed so, as Isabelle had shown no interest in her parentage and had always accepted Archie as her father, despite secretly knowing the truth.


‘Lovely day, ma’am.’ Jethro smiled at his mistress, who was obviously deep in thought, as she had not said a word to him since she had climbed into the gig at Windfell.


‘It is indeed, Jethro.’ Charlotte looked at the man she had employed since he was a young lad. Had he told Isabelle about her father? She couldn’t help but wonder.


‘Mister Atkinson was away in good time this morning, ma’am. Is everything alright up at Crummock?’ Jethro asked, making idle conversation as he urged the horse on towards the mill.


‘Fine, thank you, Jethro. He just couldn’t sleep, and they are in the middle of scything their main meadow, so he went up to help. You know what it’s like: many hands make light work, especially when the weather’s like this. Best to get the grass mown, dried and into the barn, ready for winter.’


‘He likes to keep to his roots, doesn’t he, Mister Atkinson? Many a person would just sit back and give the orders, but not him. He’s a good man.’ Jethro smiled.


‘That he is, Jethro. I was a lucky woman the day he married me.’ Charlotte looked around her, watching the sun play on the sycamore leaves as the horse and cart trotted down the lane towards the mill.


‘Aye, but he knew he’d got a good catch with you, ma’am. You may have had your problems at the time, but he knew you were a determined woman.’ Jethro had been thinking about the past, like everyone else, since Isabelle’s birthday and couldn’t believe where the time had gone.


‘That’s the trouble, Jethro. Nobody ever forgets, and my family is a little bit more public than most. Still, I’m not complaining, because we want for nothing and at least the mill is back making a profit and everything seems to be going well. You might be able to help me, Jethro! Do you know anything about the Armstrongs at High Winskill? I don’t know much about them, apart from occasionally seeing the mother.’ Charlotte was aware that Jethro knew everything there was to know about all the local families in the Dales, and so she waited.


‘Is this because Mister Danny was walking out with Miss Harriet yesterday? I noticed them when I was grooming Sheba.’ Jethro turned around and looked at Charlotte quickly, before concentrating again on the path in front of him.


‘You don’t miss much, do you, Jethro? Yes, it is. You know me: I like to know what or who I’m dealing with, and Harriet is a slight worry. No matter how much I try to deny it.’ Charlotte waited.


‘They are a good enough family, ma’am. Harriet’s father, Ted, will have inherited High Winskill up near Pen-y-Ghent from his father, and he’s steady enough. Her mother thinks herself a bit better than she is, and I bet she leads old Ted a fair dance, wanting things just right for her and her daughters. Agnes, the oldest, married Roger Warburton last year; she was the flighty one, so be thankful Danny isn’t walking out with her, and that it’s Miss Harriet has taken his eye!’ Jethro hesitated.


‘Yes, go on. Tell me about Harriet.’ Charlotte stared at Jethro.


‘Well, I don’t know her that well. I’ve only seen her around Settle when she’s been going to and from work. She seems a nice enough lass. Perhaps a bit quiet for Mister Danny, but that’s not for me to say. I’m sure she’s got a sensible head on her shoulders.’ Jethro pulled on the reins as the horse trotted into the mill yard.


‘As long as her family are decent, I’m going to have to grin and bear it. After all, if Danny decides to marry Harriet, she will be part of our family and will hopefully put Dora Bloomenber behind her.’ Charlotte stood up and offered her hand to Jethro to hold as she climbed down out of the gig.


‘I wish you well, ma’am. You must be going through hell worrying about the lass. Let’s hope Dora Bloomenber does not influence her too much. Because, as they say, a leopard never changes its spots.’


‘Don’t say another word, Jethro. I keep thinking that and I just hope I’m looking on the black side, because the lad is smitten with her. Let’s hope we are both wrong, for all the family’s sake.’


‘You take care, ma’am. Do you want me to wait for you, or are you walking back this morning?’ Jethro asked, while holding onto the jingling reins of the eager horse.


‘No, I’ll walk back later, it will give me some time to think. Thank you.’ Charlotte walked across the cobbled yard and up the steps into the mill. Nothing ever went smoothly, and she couldn’t think of a time in her life when she had not had a worry, since her father died. She could see that things were not going to get better in the future.


Isabelle sat painting a picture of the bowl of roses that had caught her eye, when Mazy had brought them in earlier and placed them on the sideboard in the parlour. She leaned back and looked at her handiwork, critically assessing her brushstrokes. She heard the doorbell of the manor ring, as she sighed with annoyance at her attempt to do nature justice.


Mazy re-entered the room and stood beside her mistress. ‘That’s just lovely, Miss.’ She looked at the painting that the young woman had done, and admired both the picture and the woman she had seen grown up to become a well-rounded individual.


‘No, it isn’t, Mazy, it’s absolute rubbish. I can’t portray the softness of the petals, and just look at that bud. Nature would never form anything like that. I’m hopeless!’ Isabelle moaned.


‘Now, Miss, I think you are seeing all the faults, and none of the beauty that you’ve painted. I think you could be proud of that. I would be, if it was mine.’ Mazy glanced at Isabelle, whose face looked as if she was chewing a wasp, and tried to build up her mistress’s confidence.


‘Yes, but you haven’t had art lessons with Mr Jelly for the past twelve months. My mother will think she’s completely wasted her money, if she sees this.’ Isabelle tore the painting off the easel that it was resting on, screwed it up and threw it across the room. ‘I’ll start again, and this time I’ll get it right. Who was at the door, Mazy – did you tell them nobody’s in except me? And no one ever wants to see me.’


‘It was the post boy from Settle, Miss. It was for you, as it happens; he brought you this small parcel. A late birthday present, I expect.’ Mazy handed over the brown-paper package and then went to pick up the discarded painting. ‘May I keep this, Miss? You might not like it, but it would brighten up my room, if I can flatten it out.’


‘Yes, do what you want with it, but believe me, it belongs on the back of the fire, not on your bedroom wall.’ Isabelle looked at the small, square wrapped box with a Settle postmark upon it and put her paintbrush down upon the ledge on her easel.


‘Thank you, Miss, I think it’s beautiful.’ Mazy smiled and tried to smooth out the painting as she walked from the room.


Isabelle untied the string around the parcel and unwrapped the brown paper, revealing a shagreen box. She opened the long, slim box to reveal an elegant pendant adorned with diamonds and rubies. She lifted it out of the box and held it to her neck, and then up to the morning light that filled the drawing room. The diamonds and rubies glittered and shone, and she gasped at how delicate the gold-work that bound them was. Who could have sent her such a beautiful necklace? It must be worth a small fortune. She picked up the small card that had been hidden between the wrapping paper and the box, and looked at the handwriting upon it:




This belonged to your grandmother.


Your father would have wanted you to have it.




Isabelle dropped the necklace back into its box with shock. Who had this come from? There could only be one person responsible, and it must have been Dora Bloomenber, especially with the postmark being Settle. She recoiled in horror at the thought of the necklace once hanging around her grandmother’s neck, and at the repercussions of telling her mother and family that she had received it. What was she to do? She didn’t want to hurt her mother, for Harriet’s involvement with the Bloomenbers had already brought upset to their normally smooth-running family. She closed the box quickly, screwed up the wrapping paper and placed it onto the parlour’s fire, watching it burn in the flames. Keeping the handwritten card in her hand, she looked at it and wondered why it had been sent – perhaps her long-lost aunt simply wanted to know her. Dora had never done the family any harm, and perhaps her mother was wrong about her; after all, time did change people. She opened the box once more and looked at the beautiful jewels inside. It would be a shame to return them; she’d hide the necklace, not tell anyone, keep it to herself and see what came of it. After all, if it was her grandmother’s pendant, there was no harm in keeping it.


She quickly made her way up the stairs and to her bedroom, hiding the necklace deep within the chest that held the spare bedding. No one would ever find it there, and it would give her time to make up her mind what to do with it. It would be her secret, until she had time to think.


The sun shone down relentlessly on one of the warmest days of the summer. The sky was bright azure-blue, with not a cloud in sight. Danny had dawdled on the five miles from Windfell to Crummock, thinking of the morning’s upset and of the love that he had for Harriet, as he revelled in the beauty of summer in the Dales. The smell of meadowsweet and of hay drying in the roadside fields nearly made him feel light-headed, with their heavy summer fragrances. The track up to Crummock led him past the ‘Norber Erratics’, boulders left over from the Ice Age thousands of years ago, around which grew wild thyme that honey bees dined on, filling the air with their buzzing as he slowly climbed the winding track on his plodding horse. Danny tethered it outside the long, low farmhouse and opened the kitchen door, expecting to hear some response as he shouted his arrival into the usually busy kitchen, but none came. He untethered his horse and led it round to the stable, handing it over to the stable lad before making his way down to the hay meadows, where he knew all Crummock’s inhabitants would be, along with his father.


‘So this is where you are – you look jiggered.’ Danny looked at his father, who was leaning against the drystone wall at the bottom of the largest hay meadow at Crummock, his scythe by his side. ‘Leave it to the hired men to do. That’s what you pay them for, and anyway I’m here now.’


‘About bloody time and all. It’s nearly dinner time, and half of the day’s gone. What have you been doing? Calling on that bit of lass from Winskill, before coming to help your old father, I bet.’ Archie mopped his brow and watched as his son took off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves.


‘No, I haven’t. There’s been a bit of a to-do over breakfast, and I waited until it had calmed down. Besides, the weather didn’t look that promising this morning. It’s only in the last hour that the sun’s got out. Let’s hope it keeps fine for the next day or two, until this lot’s safe and dry in the barn.’ Danny reached for the scythe and started to sharpen it with the whetstone that his father had placed on the wall behind him.


‘Just stop your sharpening and tell me what this “bit of a to-do” was. Was your mother upset over your lass? I know she wasn’t happy that she works for Dora Bloomenber.’ Archie waited for his son’s reply.


‘She said you’d be worrying. It’s alright, Father. A lot was said this morning – stuff that should have been said years ago. You know, Isabelle and me are not daft; we’ve known about her father and what he did for ages, it’s just that we’ve never spoken of it because it opens old wounds and causes hurt. I can’t help it that Harriet works for Dora Bloomenber. I love her, Father, and no matter what anyone says, I think she’s the one for me.’ Danny looked at his father; he loved him dearly, but if he had to make a choice, then he would make a new life with Harriet.


‘Bloody hell! You mean you’ve always known about that bastard Joseph Dawson? Your mother’s tried so hard over the years to keep him as the skeleton in the cupboard, never to be talked about; she just didn’t want Isabelle to be hurt. Was my Lottie alright, lad? It will have really shaken her up.’ Archie rubbed his head with his handkerchief and looked around him. ‘She fought so hard to bring you up correctly, and with love. She’s a good woman, is my Lottie – headstrong, but can easily be hurt. That’s why, lad, you’ve to swear to me that you’ll not let that lass of yours tear us apart, because she could do, if she lets that bitch of a woman, Dora, back into our lives.’ Archie grabbed hold of Danny’s arm and squeezed it tightly.


‘Mother was upset, but I think it is better that things are now out in the open. As for Harriet, I swear I won’t let her or Dora bloody Bloomenber hurt any of us.’ Danny looked at his father. ‘I’ve made it clear that Dora will not be welcome in our family home. I promise that nothing I do will bring any more hurt to the family.’ He picked up the scythe and started mowing where his father had broken off, every cut of his aimed at the woman who seemed to be going to cause his family worry yet again.


‘Aye, well, we will have to see how we go on with your Harriet. I’ll ask your mother if she can come to Sunday tea this weekend, and we’ll get to know her a bit better. See which way the wind blows with her. Does that sound alright with you, lad?’


Danny nodded his head, his arms swinging in rhythm with the scythe as the long grasses and meadow flowers dropped in submission to his actions.


Archie looked around him, to the high scars of Moughton with the white limestone pavement and screes dazzling in the sun, and then down to the valley bottom, with the rolling hills and meadows lying out before him, green and lush in full summer bloom. He’d grown to love the farm as much as Charlotte did; he’d put nearly twenty-one years of his life into it, and hoped that once Danny had a wife and family, he would move into the farmhouse and bring up his family there. That was the plan, and always had been, in the back of his mind. Whether the Armstrong lass was right for his lad was another matter – time would tell, no doubt. Right now he couldn’t help but worry about the news Danny had brought with him. How would his Lottie have coped with the shock revelation that both children had known about Joseph Dawson all their lives? A secret that Charlotte had wanted to take with her to her grave.


‘Are you away now, Mister Atkinson?’ Arthur Newhouse walked towards his master as he noticed Archie’s son take his place in the mowing.


‘Aye, I’ll be away; my lad’s taken over from me, as he should do. The hired men seem to be doing a good job. Are they all toeing the line, Arthur, no misbehaving? Not like last year, when we found that paddy drunk under an empty beer barrel in the barn. That barrel shouldn’t have been touched until after the harvest was in.’ Archie grinned; he was cross at the time, but now he found it amusing. Needless to say, the Irish hired hand had been given his marching orders, and they had been a man down all summer.


‘Aye, they are all behaving themselves, we’ve got a good lot this year. Mary says they are all polite when she gives them their meals; and, as I say, they are all workers.’ Arthur leaned on his scythe and chewed the end of a stalk of grass as he watched the men under his control.


‘You can’t ask for much more then, Arthur. I’ll get away. I’m just going to call in up at Butterfield Gap; since my mother died last year, my father’s been a bit down. I worry about him up there on his own, and he’ll be thinking he should be hay-timing, when he’s not up to it. Once we’ve done here, I’ll send one of your men to get it done with our Danny.’


‘Yes, that will be fine. Your father must be getting a good age now – he does well to stop up there by himself,’ Arthur replied. His interest in knowing how old Charlie Atkinson was keeping was for selfish reasons, for he fancied trying to buy Butterfield Gap after Charlie’s day and becoming his own man, instead of being the farm man at Crummock.


‘Aye, he’ll be seventy-five in November. Charlotte and I have asked him to come and stop with us at Windfell, but he’ll not be having any of it. Says to let him be with his few sheep, as it’s them that keep him going.’


‘Aye, well, give him my best, and I’ll get back to the lads.’ Arthur put his scythe over his shoulder and walked off to the meadow. Archie made his way back to the farmhouse and stables, where he mounted Sheba and trotted down the stony lane into the village of Austwick and across the valley to Eldroth, enjoying the warmth of the summer sun upon his back.


‘How was your day?’ Charlotte sat on the edge of the bed, pulling her long cotton nightdress over her legs, before propping herself up on the pillows and bolster and pulling the bedcovers over her. It was the first chance she’d had to talk to Archie all day, as he’d been late back from his visit to his father.


‘Never mind about my day. I understand from our Danny that both children came forth with a revelation or two. Were you alright, my love?’ Archie waited, as he knew Lottie would have been upset.


‘I didn’t know what to say to them both. I had no idea they knew so much. It’s a relief, but a shock at the same time, and I don’t know if it makes Danny’s love for Harriet any easier.’ Charlotte breathed in deeply and sighed. ‘Isabelle was so matter-of-fact about it all. I think she realized I only withheld the truth from her to save her heartache. How can you tell your child that her father was a crook from the back streets of Accrington, as well as a murderer and a bankrupt? I still stand by what I’ve done, even though it caused upset this morning and neither of our children will look at me in quite the same light ever again.’
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