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Skipton, Yorkshire, 1913


‘Get on, Bess.’ Sixteen-year-old Luke Fox snapped the reins across the back of the exhausted and sweating horse, which he had been told to take care of by Jethro, as he had handed the horse to him. All Luke could think was that he had to undertake the task of telling his mother that his grandmama was near death, as he swept his hair back out of his eyes. He was dreading having to tell her the news, but knew that it was a son’s duty to do so.


The early summer’s warm sun beat down upon him and sweat was pouring off both him and the horse as they reached their destination, Skipton High Street. He was breathless, exhausted and thankful that he had got there safely, as he fumbled with the reins while he tied the knackered steed to a safe hold along the setts of the High Street. The horse and trap had flown like the wind from his grandmother’s home at Langcliffe to Skipton, a distance of twelve miles, to where both his parents were at work in the family business, Atkinson’s department store. In a bid to tell his urgent news, he had driven the trap too hard and knew it, he thought, as he looked back at the sweating horse.


As he pushed through the shining glass-and-brass revolving doors, he was thrust into the highly perfumed shop floor of the sprawling and busy Atkinson empire. A young shop girl sniggered when Luke nearly stumbled, and then quickly corrected herself as she seemed to realize who the unsteady shopper was.


‘Where are my mother and father?’ Luke asked anxiously, correcting his apparel quickly and blushing at the shame-faced girl.


‘Up the stairs, sir. Your mother is taking a fitting and your father is in his photography studio.’ The shop girl pointed through the many rows of scarves and accessories that filled the ground floor of the most prestigious shop in the Dales.


Luke made his way past all the shoppers in their finery, who were intent on browsing the luxuries that Atkinson’s provided, sniffing at the perfumes and inspecting the latest in fur goods. With his head down, he reached the bottom of the stairs, flushed and anxious to tell his news to his parents.


‘Luke, what are you doing here?’ James Fox stood at the top of the stairs and looked down at his son, as he pondered how Luke had got there and why he was on his own.


‘It’s Grandmama, she’s dying! I had to come – Jethro couldn’t find Ethan to come and tell you, and he couldn’t come himself because he had a horse foaling.’ Luke had decided to be the bearer of the news instead of Jethro’s son, the stable boy, Ethan, who had disappeared as usual, probably to wander and wonder at the surrounding countryside, a regular occupation of his. Luke’s voice rang out up the stairs to his father, making the shop girls stop in their tracks and the shoppers shake their heads in acknowledgement of the bad news that Charlotte Atkinson, the owner of Atkinson’s, was on her deathbed.


‘Quiet, boy. Now tell me: how bad is she?’ James came down and stood at the bottom of the stairs, before placing his hand on his son’s shoulder to calm him down.


‘The doctor says she’ll not be with us much longer, and that Mother has to come home. He says Grandmama’s had a stroke. Grandpapa found her this morning – she can’t move!’ Luke looked pleadingly into his father’s eyes, secretly regretting now that he had been so hasty to become the bearer of such bad news and realizing just what his message meant to the family. He hung his head and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. He wouldn’t cry; young men did not cry and show their emotions, although his grandmama was the mainstay of the family and he loved her dearly.


‘Good man for coming to tell your mother.’ James patted his son’s shoulders. ‘I’ll go and tell her. Go and see to your horse. Take it to the livery stable at the Red Lion and ask for a fresh one to take you home, or ask for someone to take you both.’ He looked around the shop floor, where the staff were trying to go about their jobs, while being aware of the family tragedy unfolding.


‘I’ll take Mama home. I can do it, Father, I want to do it. I’ll get a team and leave my horse, then you can ride it home. I’ll be outside, waiting for Mama.’ Luke looked up at his father; he knew his horse was tired, but he wanted to finish what he’d started. To change it would mean wasting time, and his mother would never notice, if he didn’t tell her. He wanted to be the one who took care of his mama, getting her to the bedside of her dying mother as soon as he could. Changing horse would cost precious minutes.


‘Very well, I haven’t time to argue. But see to it that you do change the horses. Your mother will be with you shortly.’


James watched as his son made his way out into the blazing early summer’s heat. He quickly made his way up the three flights of stairs to the fitting room with the news that would change everyone’s world.


He glanced around the fitting room at the young bride, who was flushed with excitement as Isabelle – the owner of Atkinson’s and his wife, and Luke’s mother – swiftly made adjustments to the beautiful bridal gown, while Isabelle’s assistant held a measuring tape. The bride stood admiring her own reflection in the full-length mirrors that surrounded the walls of the room, as tucks and pleats were added.


‘I’m sorry to interrupt, but I’m afraid I have some grave news. Isabelle, my love – our Luke is here! He’s come to take you home. Your mother’s been taken ill.’ James took the box of pins out of his wife’s hand and placed his hand round her waist. ‘Your father woke up to find her barely able to move this morning. The doctor says she’s had a severe stroke.’ James looked at his wife and watched as she struggled to take in the news. He glanced apologetically at the crestfallen bride-to-be.


Isabelle caught her breath and James could see tears welling in her eyes. She glanced quickly at her assistant. ‘I’m sorry, I must go. My poor mama, I must go to her.’ She looked again at the young bride for whom she had been taking a fitting, and then thrust the box of pins into the hands of Madge Burton, her new seamstress.


‘Luke is outside – he’s waiting with a horse and trap. I did tell him to change his horse for a fresh one from the Red Lion, as he insists he will take you home, so I hope he’s done as I bade him. Take your parasol; the sun is so strong today. Don’t worry about anything here. I’ll see to closing the store and will be with you as soon as I can. And, Isabelle, be strong; be there for your father, as he will need you before this day is over.’


Isabelle could feel her body trembling as her husband helped her down the stairs and half-heard the bride-to-be complaining that she had been promised Miss Isabelle for her fitting, and that being left with her understudy was most unsatisfactory. Stupid woman, she thought. Had she not heard: her mother was dying! Her dear, darling mother, who had been there for Isabelle every day of her life; the least she could do was be there for her now.


The shop floors were hushed as Isabelle was escorted quickly past the concerned shop girls, the bad news spreading rapidly as they watched with empathy their employer join her son.


‘Give my love to your mother, Isabelle, she’s very dear to me.’ The aged Bert Bannister caught Isabelle’s arm just as she stepped out into the blazing sunshine. He was bent nearly double with arthritis and his steps were laboured, but he insisted on working a few hours a week, ‘just to keep my hand in’.


‘I will, Bert. I only hope I’m not too late, as she sounds seriously ill.’ Isabelle smiled wanly at the concerned man. He had been her mother’s prop, from the time when she first set up her chain of department stores. If it hadn’t been for Bert, Charlotte Atkinson would never have dreamed of owning a string of shops. He had insisted that he would work for her until he dropped, but now it looked as if it was going to be the other way round.


James kissed his wife tenderly on her cheek. ‘Give her my love – I’ll be thinking of you all. I’ll be home as soon as I can.’ He watched as Isabelle stepped down the stairs of the busy store, unfurling her parasol to shade her from the ferocious heat of the early summer’s day, walking quickly to the trap and horse with Luke, their son, at the reins. Once she had climbed in, he turned and went back into the store to give support to Madge and the disgruntled bride-to-be.


‘I thought you were never going to come. I seem to have been standing here for an age, and the horse here is getting hotter and hotter.’ Luke looked at his mother as she climbed up beside him in the lightest trap, which Jethro had advised him to take, for speed. ‘Even though I’ve changed the horse, it’s not liking the heat and standing out here,’ he added quickly.


Isabelle looked at her son and then at the horse, which she instantly recognized as Bess, Jethro’s most relied-upon trotter. ‘Luke, do you think I don’t know my animals? This is Bess, from Windfell. You’ve not changed the horses, as your father asked. I love my mother dearly, Luke, but I don’t want Bess to drop down dead on the way home. Now what are we going to do? My mother wouldn’t appreciate the waste of a good horse, for the sake of seeing her on what could be her deathbed. You should have taken your father’s advice, or perhaps borrowed a horse and carriage from the Red Lion, for we do have an account with them.’


‘I wanted to take you home and look after you,’ replied Luke, scowling.


‘I know, but there’s no need to kill the horse for the sake of it. We could have been with my mother sooner, if you had listened to your father. I suppose the doctor and my father are with her, but I should be there as soon as I can.’ She continued looking at her son. He was so stubborn, but she understood why he needed to prove himself to her; he was only showing his love for her. ‘Now, if you are not about to change her, just let her trot home at a comfortable pace, and then Jethro or Ethan will cool her down when we reach home.’


Isabelle sat back and said nothing more, as Luke trotted Bess and the trap down the High Street of Skipton, with a surly look upon his face. Local business people and shoppers tipped their hats in recognition of one of the wealthiest shop owners in Skipton and beyond, as they made their way down the heavily used road, passing the church and heading out to the Dales beyond. Once outside Skipton, Isabelle let her feelings begin to show. The more she thought about her mother dying in her bed, the more she wanted to urge Luke and Bess on, but she was right – it was no good flogging the poor beast. Luke had obviously done that in order to reach her, by the look of the sweating animal. She should have made him change it, she thought, as she regretted not being firmer with her son. She bit her lip and fought back the tears and gazed around her over the white drystone walls at the blooming meadows. They were filled with buttercups, clover and daisies, a sea of yellow in the bright summer’s sun. How could anyone die on a day like this? she thought, as she looked up into the clear blue sky. It wasn’t right that her mother might be taken from her on a day like today.


‘Are you alright, Mother? We will get there in time.’ Luke dared not glance at his worried mother as they entered the fast-expanding railway village of Hellifield, with the echo of Bess’s hooves filling their ears as they passed under the railway line that meandered south into Lancashire. They were getting nearer to home; another few miles and they would be through Long Preston, and then it would be Settle, and home.


‘I know, you are doing well.’ Isabelle smiled at her youngest. He really should not have been sent for her. He was so like she was and, at sixteen, he’d never known anyone close to him die. He really knew nothing of life yet. ‘Is Jane alright – is she comforting your grandfather?’ She thought of her seventeen-year-old daughter and hoped she was bearing up. Jane worshipped her grandmother. In fact Isabelle sometimes believed Jane thought more fondly of her grandmother than of her, which was not surprising, given the similarities in their personalities, which were more than noticeable when they were together.


‘Aye, our Jane was organizing tea and sympathy as I left. She was there for Grandfather this morning. You’d have been proud of her. As soon as Ethan knocked on the door of Ingfield, to tell us Grandmother was ill, Jane organized us all. She can be so bossy, can our Jane,’ said Luke.


‘She’ll only mean well. She likes to take control.’ Isabelle smiled at her son; there was a healthy rivalry between her children, with both being a little jealous of the other. She sighed as they reached the outskirts of Settle. How she wished she was standing on the steps of Windfell, instead of passing her current home of Ingfield House.


‘Nearly there, Mother.’ Luke took the corner sharply as he passed the River Ribble and the Christies’ cotton mill, worrying slightly that the horse was starting to become flecked with sweat along its shoulders.


Isabelle looked up at the open scars of the limestone quarry half a mile down from Windfell and knew she was truly home. Her heart beat fast and she felt sick; would she arrive in time to find her mother still alive?


Turning into the drive, they saw Ethan waiting for their arrival. His father, Jethro, stood in the shadow of the stables. Ethan grabbed Bess’s harness and then held his hand out for Isabelle to dismount from the trap.


‘Thank you, Ethan. I’m afraid Bess needs your assistance more than I do,’ Isabelle said apologetically.


‘Don’t worry, ma’am, you get into the manor and see how it is with your mother.’ Ethan smiled at the worried-looking woman and then led the horse and trap to where his father stood, while Luke climbed down.


‘Sorry, I was a bit hasty and asked a little too much of her,’ said Luke, as he took his cap off his head and rubbed the sweat on his brow with it.


‘Not to worry, we’ll look after her now. You look after your mother, and pray for your grandmother.’


Jethro looked at the knackered horse and swore under his breath, as he unfastened the harness and led her into the stables. He knew it was partly the hot day that was to blame for Bess’s exhaustion, but the lad had no feeling when it came to animals. He should have insisted that Ethan go. After all, Ethan had only been fishing in the nearby Ribble, but Jethro hadn’t said so, as his son could be caught for poaching. But Ethan knew how to get the best out of a horse without breaking it, and he would have had sense to change horses at Skipton, with the day being so close and muggy.


‘Ethan, draw me some water – let’s cool Bess down. You pour and sponge her down with it over her withers, and then I’ll scrape it off, and we’ll repeat that until she’s cooled down. The main thing is to make sure that she doesn’t go into cramp.’


Ethan ran to the water trough outside the stables and watched as Isabelle and Luke entered the manor. Coming back with loaded buckets, he stood next to his father. ‘If I’d have brought the horse back like that, you’d have brayed me.’


‘That I would, lad. But Master Luke insisted that he went for his mother, and they’ve enough on their plates today. There’s a storm coming, in more ways than one. I can smell it on the air, and look at how those beech leaves are twisting and turning in a near-breathless sky – a sure sign that a storm is on its way. My father taught me that, when I was knee-high. Bess will soon cool when the storm comes, and hopefully she will be alright; unlike the mistress.’


Ethan glanced at his father. He knew better than to disbelieve him, but right now the day was as hot as the new oven in Windfell Manor. It was common knowledge that his father was part gypsy, and he was invariably right when it came to reading nature’s signs.


Isabelle plucked up her courage as she turned the brass door handle of Windfell’s front door, not knowing what to expect as she stepped into the hallway.


‘Thank heavens you are here, Miss Isabelle, your mother is failing fast,’ said Mazy, the housekeeper. ‘Dr Burrows was praying that you’d be here in time to say goodbye before she departs this earth. Thank heavens it is Dr Burrows who has attended. Your mother has always trusted him despite his age – he should be retired by now.’ Mazy was nearly in tears as she took Isabelle’s parasol, and tried to smile reassuringly at Luke as he followed his mother up the grand, winding staircase. She shook her head before disappearing below stairs, where all the rest of the staff at Windfell awaited the impending bad news.


Isabelle opened her mother’s bedroom door, with Luke close behind her. She looked around the room and at her mother lying listless in her bed, rasping for breath. Archie – her father, and the man Charlotte had loved all her life – sat by her side holding her hand, his face tired and full of pain as he felt each shallow breath that his beloved wife took.


Dr Burrows patted Isabelle’s hand and shook his head as she went and sat down at the bottom of the bed, next to her stepbrother Danny, who smiled at her and put his arm round her as she started to cry.


‘I’m glad you are here, Izzy. Mother would be happy that we are all here together,’ he whispered.


Isabelle smiled and wiped back the tears that trickled down her cheeks. She loved her mother so much – how could she carry on without her?


‘No, tears, our lass, she wouldn’t want you to be sad.’ Archie looked across at his daughter. ‘She’s had a good life; she’d be the first to say that.’ He bent over and kissed her mother Charlotte on her brow and ran his hand around her pale face. ‘She hasn’t felt right this last week or two; she knew her health were failing and she hoped that she wasn’t going to be bedridden.’ Archie looked over at his dying wife. ‘I’m right, aren’t I, lass – that wouldn’t be for you?’


‘If I could do more, I would, but her heart is weak. She will not make nightfall.’ The ageing Dr Burrows looked at the heartbroken family around him and thought about his own mortality. He’d seen many a body in and out of the world, but the death of Charlotte Atkinson hurt him as if she were his own. She’d always been a fighter, and now the fight in her was worn out and he couldn’t help but think he was heading the same way.


Isabelle touched his hand. ‘Thank you, Doctor, we know you have done all you can; there’s nothing more that can be done by anybody.’


Charlotte breathed in deeply, causing all the family to look at her. The beautiful grey-haired woman whimpered, held her breath for a second and then, with quiet serenity, breathed a long sigh and silently passed from one world to the next, as if she had just been given permission from Isabelle and from the Lord above.


Dr Burrows rushed to her side and checked for signs of life, as Archie broke down in tears, his head in his hands. He’d lost the love of his life, his darling Lottie.


‘Don’t cry, Grandad. You said yourself that Grandma wouldn’t want us to.’ Jane placed her arms around her grandfather, whom she loved dearly. ‘You’ve still got all of us.’


‘I have, child. But your grandmother was my very life.’ Archie wiped his eyes and looked at the doctor, who shook his head, as no signs of life could be found.


Isabelle broke down and cried, while Danny hugged her. ‘I’ve just lost my best friend as well as my mother,’ she sobbed.


‘Yes, me too. She may not have been my natural mother, but she never treated me as anything other than as if I was. Harriet and all my family will miss her – we owe everything to her.’ Danny thought back to when his father, Archie, had married Charlotte, his first love, after both had been left bereft following the deaths of their original partners, and both finding that they were very much dependent on one another.


‘Are Harriet and the children at Crummock?’ Isabelle blew her nose on her lace handkerchief and looked at her stepbrother.


‘Yes, our Ben has the German measles, and Georgina sounds as if she’s getting it too, she’s so twisty and in a mood. Rosie stayed behind to help her mother, else she would be here with me.’ Danny felt he had to explain why his side of the family were not with him, at the deathbed of the woman they owed everything to.


‘It’s alright, lad. Charlotte knew everybody loved her, and that’s all that matters.’ Archie looked up and across at his son.


Dr Burrows closed his bag and felt that his time with the family had come to an end, and they needed their privacy.


‘I’m sure you want to be on your own now. I’ll be back tomorrow with a death certificate, in order for you to bury Charlotte.’ He shook his head. ‘She was one hell of a woman, if you don’t mind me saying so. She’s going to be missed.’ He stood up and shook Archie’s hand and patted his old friend on the back. He looked around at the woman who, as a baby, he had brought into the world. ‘Big shoes to fill, Isabelle, but she will have taught you well, if I know Charlotte.’


Danny stood up and opened the bedroom door for the doctor to leave, as Isabelle rose and hugged the old man, who felt like part of the family.


‘Thank you for being here for her. It is what she would have wanted.’ She hugged him tightly.


‘You be strong. Your family – especially Archie – will need you.’ Dr Burrows put on his top hat and left the grieving family to say goodbye to their loved one.


Thomson, the butler, met Dr Burrows at the bottom of the stairs. Guessing that his mistress had died if the doctor was leaving, he didn’t say a word, but simply opened the front door for the sad-looking old man.


‘Your mistress is no longer with us. If you can tell the staff, it will give a little ease to the family,’ Dr Burrows said as he stood in the doorway. ‘She’s gone and taken the sunshine with her, by the look of this worsening day. It looks like thunder rolling across those back fells. I’d better get myself home.’


Both butler and doctor looked up to the darkening fells over Malham and listened as a distant rumble of thunder made itself heard.


‘She always was too bright to last long, just like the day.’ Dr Burrows tapped his hat and stepped out with his cane, then walked down the drive of Windfell Manor, with the storm winds starting to blow their way through the beech trees.


‘I’m sorry to say that Mistress Charlotte has died. I’ve just seen the doctor out of the manor,’ said Thomson to the staff as they gathered, looking sombre, around the table in the kitchen.


Lily, Charlotte’s maid, sobbed. ‘She was such a lovely woman. She never lost her temper, and I remember when she first came here – both me and her were not used to the finer things in life, so we learned our roles together.’


‘Aye, and she gave me a chance, when I was nothing more than a filthy-mouthed nothing who couldn’t stop swearing. I didn’t deserve the chance she gave me,’ sobbed Mazy. ‘I’ll have to go and tell Jethro. Ruby, when you’ve done sobbing, put some tea on for the family; they’ll need a drink, if nothing else. Master Archie hasn’t eaten all day.’ Mazy made for the back door and ran across the yard to the stables, gazing up at the rain-filled skies.


Jethro and Ethan saw her coming and met her in the stable doorway.


‘She’s gone, hasn’t she? I saw the doctor leaving.’ Jethro looked as black as the clouds that were scuttling overhead.


‘Aye, she’s gone, bless her soul. We are all in tears in the house.’ Mazy put her arm around her husband, for she knew how much Charlotte had meant to him.


All of them raised their heads as a huge crack of thunder broke directly over the house.


‘That’s Charlotte and God arranging the furniture in heaven,’ joked Mazy as she looked upwards, with tears in her eyes.


‘Then he’ll have to bloody well behave himself, because little does he know it yet, but Charlotte will have her own way and will be running the show by nightfall.’ Jethro sniffed hard and fought back the tears.


‘Aye, that she will. At least Master Archie will get a bit of peace now, for she did lead him a dance some days, but he must be broken-hearted.’ Mazy hugged their son Ethan and rubbed his dark head of curls.


‘He’s not the only one – a finer woman I’ve never known. She was true to her word, was Miss Charlotte, and never let you down. The world’s a sadder place without her. Come, Ethan, let’s away and check this horse.’ Jethro nearly choked on his words.


Mazy watched as her husband and son strode back into the shadows of the stables. The thunder rumbled above her. ‘God bless you, Charlotte Atkinson. You’ve left more than one broken-hearted man down here, if you did but know it. My Jethro worshipped the ground you walked on.’
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The curtains at each house along the winding small streets of Austwick were pulled in acknowledgement of the passing of Charlotte Atkinson. Villagers lined the cortège route and bowed their heads, removing their caps and bowlers as the family passed them in the carriage on the route to the church – a route that Charlotte had taken many a time, in good times and bad.


‘Look at the people!’ Isabelle gasped to Danny. ‘There are so many attending, they are even standing outside the church gates. I hope it doesn’t rain, for their sakes.’


‘It doesn’t surprise me. Our mother knew everyone, and everyone knew her. What did you expect, our Isabelle? After all, she was one of the most powerful women in the district.’ Danny looked out of the carriage as it pulled up at the church’s gates.


‘It isn’t about the power, lad; it’s that she was loved and always tried to do right by people. She could have made or broken half of the families in this district, but she showed each one the respect they deserved. If you and Isabelle both do the same as you go through life, then you’ll earn just as much respect as your mother.’ Archie stood up and waited for the coachman to open the carriage door, then looked out at the ancient market cross on the small green next to the church. The cross he had chased Charlotte around, when they were children. Where had the days gone?


The vicar stood at the church entrance and shook hands with the family, before nodding to the undertaker to follow him into the building. He was nervous as he looked around the packed church, which was full of dignitaries, family and those who had come to pay their respects to the once-humble farm lass from Crummock. He had never taken a burial service like this and expected not to have to do so again; not for a while anyway, he thought, as he looked over at the fragile Archie Atkinson as he started the service.


The vicar held a good service, knowing Charlotte and her roots in Austwick and the Craven community well. He remembered all her close family members, and spoke of her life without belying the heartache that had made her the strong woman she was. He gave his final blessing as the family gathered around the grave, and watched as those who wished to said their final farewells to the woman they loved and respected.


‘I’m glad that’s over.’ Harriet linked her arm into her husband Danny’s, and looked round at their daughter Rosie. ‘Are you going to the funeral tea with your father or are you coming home with me?’


‘Would you mind if I go to Windfell with Father? I’d like to attend, if I may.’ Sixteen-year-old Rosie looked at her father, hoping that he would back up her request.


‘Of course you can come with me, Rosie – and you should come as well, Harriet, despite Ben and Georgina having German measles. You know you have no excuse not to, really,’ said Danny quickly. ‘The housemaid is quite prepared to see to their needs while you are there. I heard her say so this morning,’ he growled at his wife.


‘Well, you heard wrong. Ben’s over the worst of it, but Georgina has such a fever that I fear for her. Measles is known for making a child’s heart weak, and I’ve known some children have fits because their temperature is so high! Do you think I’d risk my children with a common maid, when your mother is dead and there’s nothing further that can be done for her?’ Harriet’s face was full of fear, remembering the hurt and pain she had suffered over the death of two of her previous children, the twins Daniel and Arthur. She had always blamed herself for putting her work at Atkinson’s before their needs. ‘Have we not been through enough, losing two children? I will always blame myself for not always being there when they suffered. I should never have listened to your mother and Isabelle, when they assured me that the nanny would look after them while I worked at the store.’


‘Harriet, there was nothing we could do to save the two offspring we lost. It was the diphtheria to blame; the disease moved quickly and, even if you had been there with them, there was nothing you could have done. The doctor told you that, and he said you were beyond reproach. You cannot keep blaming yourself for their deaths, nor keep fearing the worst every time our children have a sniffle. Nor blame Isabelle, or my mother. No one knew that day how quickly the disease was going to strike, and how bad the weather was going to turn,’ Danny whispered quietly.


Rosie stood back from her parents. She was slightly tired of hearing her parents row, something they now seemed to do on a regular basis.


‘I’ve not got a problem with Isabelle; it is she who has a problem with me. Did you notice that she hardly spoke a word to me in the church? She just doesn’t understand that my children come first,’ said Harriet.


‘That’s because she couldn’t speak – out of respect for the dead. Perhaps you should be the one to show a bit more respect. After all, my mother did a lot for us and our family, despite what you think. Don’t forget that Crummock was hers, and we will have to wait and see how the land lies after the funeral.’


Danny looked worried. What if Charlotte had left Crummock to Isabelle? Harriet would not be happy with that. To her, Isabelle had it all and enjoyed a life of ease. Isabelle being made the landlord of Crummock would be the last straw.


‘I’ll curse if your mother has left Isabelle Crummock. She’s had everything on a plate since the moment she was born. Her mother set her up in business, and even then she was too busy chasing after worthless men, leaving me to do all the work.’ Harriet looked as black as thunder as she pulled on her leather gloves.


‘You left the business because you wanted to bring up our family. You’ve only yourself to blame. Mother bent over backwards for you when Rosie was born, following the deaths of our first two. She was always there for you, and fully understood your decision to stay at home and be with Rosie and the rest of the family, as they came along. So stop blaming everybody else for your lifestyle. Besides, you want for nothing; we’ve a good living – it’s a bit rough in winter, but we’ve all we could wish for.’ Danny was tired of hearing the constant moaning of his wife. She had been broken-hearted at the deaths of her two eldest, but so had he. Harriet tended to forget that and withdraw into herself, blaming everyone and anyone who challenged her view on life.


‘My children are everything to me, which is more than can be said for Isabelle. Just look at Luke – he doesn’t seem to have an ounce of sense in him; and as for Jane, well, she’s been brought up by your mother and has every one of her traits, the bossy little madam.’


‘Aye, she’s a fair lass, is Jane. My mother taught her well.’ Danny grinned and looked across at his niece, who was standing next to her mother Isabelle, joining in intently a conversation about some subject that she had an opinion on.


‘It’s a shame you don’t have as much interest in your own lass, Rosie, and a bit more time for the two at home.’ Harriet looked across at her husband. She was fed up with her lot in life, and sick of hearing Charlotte’s and Isabelle’s names on everyone’s lips. She was the one who had helped to start the Atkinson empire; or had they all forgotten? She too had put in many hours designing and sewing, initially in the first little shop at Settle, but then the business had expanded and her family had become her main focus. It was then that she had decided that running a business was not for her, and that her heart lay with her family and home.


‘Get yourself home, Harriet. Henry from Sowermire next door to us is about to leave, so get a lift with him back up to Crummock, before you say anything else that you might regret.’ Danny scowled at his wife. She had a caustic tongue in her head, when she was that way inclined. Better that she went home before she caused any bother. He watched as she made her way through the mourners, catching Henry at the church gate as he climbed into his trap. At least she had the sense not to argue with Danny there, but he knew he would be in for an onslaught on his return home.


‘Well, that’s your mother seen to, Rosie. Let’s away and keep your grandfather company – he looks a bit lost without your grandmother on his arm.’ Danny turned round to his daughter. He loved her dearly, despite what her mother had said. Rosie appreciated the farm and the world around her, and never said a bad word about anyone. At sixteen, a year younger than her cousin Jane, she was just the opposite: a young woman with a love of nature and a gentleness for the people around her. How could Harriet say that he had no time for her? They were as close as a daughter and father could be.


‘So, Mother’s decided to go home then? She’s been worrying all day about our Ben and Georgina. Although Ben seemed well enough this morning; he gave me a load of cheek when I went into his bedroom. He even threw one of his pillows at me as I left.’ Rosie smiled at her father – he was everything to her. He was so different from her mother, who always seemed to be fighting the world. He smiled and had time for her, and she loved to be with him, cherishing every moment.


‘Aye, well, you know: mothers and sons, there’s a special bond.’ Danny linked his arm into his daughter’s.


‘A bit like fathers and daughters?’ Rosie smiled as she walked over to her grandfather. She enjoyed having her father to herself.


‘Just like that, my dear.’ Danny squeezed his daughter’s hand tightly before speaking to his father. ‘We should be on our way, Father, as the day’s doing well to hold the rain back.’ He looked up at the grey sky and at his father standing at the grave’s edge, looking down upon the coffin of the one he loved.


‘Aye, if you say so, lad. Folk have said that they’ll see me back at Windfell, so I suppose I’ll have to leave her here. You know we have barely ever been apart since the day we married. It is going to be hard to live without her.’ Archie leaned on his stick and wiped a tear from his eye, before walking stiffly away from the grave.


‘Here, take my arm, Grandpapa.’ Rosie left her father’s arm and linked her arm through her grandfather’s as she smiled with affection at him.


‘You are the image of your grandmother – who you were named after, lass. You’ve just the same looks and ways. You remind me of her every time I look at you. Your father’s mother was sweetness itself and I loved her just as much as my Lottie, but somehow Lottie’s light shone brighter, and I was attracted to her like a moth caught around a flame. So she was waiting on me when your grandmother died, and that’s how it is. I’ve loved and I’ve lost two good women in my life. The world can be hard sometimes.’ Archie stopped for a minute and caught his breath, thinking back to his first wife, Rosie.


‘But you’ve still got all of us, Gramps. You’ve Aunt Isabelle and Uncle James and all my cousins – we will all look after you.’ Rosie waited patiently as the elderly man climbed into the carriage to take him home.


‘Aye, but you forget, they are not my flesh and blood, not like your father. He’s my true son.’ Archie paused for a minute. ‘Danny, I need to speak to you in the morning, in the study on your own – there’s something I need to ask.’ Archie looked across at his son as the carriage rocked into action.


‘Ask me now, Father.’ Danny looked worried, wondering what his father wanted with him. ‘Nobody can hear us.’


‘No, I’ll bide my time because I need to speak to Isabelle first; it’s only right.’ Archie looked out of the window at the overgrown hedges full of cranesbill and meadowsweet passing by. ‘Hey up! It’s raining; well, my old lass, tha’ did get blessed from heaven afore they filled you in, after all.’ Archie sat back and smiled at his granddaughter and thought of the coffin that held Charlotte being rained upon, and of the love she had given him. It was a pity his son hadn’t quite the same affection from his own wife. Happen he shouldn’t have talked Danny into getting wed to Harriet all those years ago and maybe, if they hadn’t lost the children, things would have been different. He sighed and leaned on his stick. Nay, but hindsight was a marvellous thing; if you knew what life was to throw at you, you’d never do anything, he thought. Time would tell if they sank or swam; and the news he was to tell Danny the next morning would have a huge bearing on his son’s future, but it was something he had to do before he, too, departed God’s good earth.
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Isabelle looked at her husband lying back in the unmade bed, half-asleep but half-awake as he listened to her ranting. She’d tossed and turned all night, thinking about the repercussions of her mother’s death. When she’d asked what was to become of Windfell, Archie had completely ignored her.


‘What if Mother has not left me Windfell? It’s my home. I hope she realized how much I love the place. You do know that my true father bought it? That’s why it should belong to me.’


James yawned and rubbed his head, giving up on getting any peace as he pulled the covers back and sat in his nightshirt on the side of the bed. ‘I thought your father was broke and beyond help, until your mother stepped in and saved the day.’ He relieved himself in the chamberpot and immediately regretted his response.


‘Oh, shut up. You know nothing when it comes to my family.’ Isabelle looked at her husband. ‘I’m beginning to realize that the family history I was told was perhaps a little bit in favour of my mother, especially if Windfell is not to be mine.’


‘All I know is that Archie has always been here for all of us, and your mother loved him,’ said James. ‘Besides, he didn’t say anything. Wait until you’ve spoken to the solicitor this afternoon. Old Walker will tell you everything.’ James pulled his nightshirt off and looked at his brooding wife. ‘Do you know how dark you look when you are in such a mood? Be thankful for what you have got, Isabelle, else it looks like you are a money-grabbing bitch. We’ve got Ingfield, thanks to your aunt, whom nobody had a good word for. It’s a grand house, with plenty of bedrooms and all you need in a home. What do you need Windfell Manor for?’


Isabelle stared at her husband and didn’t reply as she walked out of the bedroom, slamming the door behind her and leaving James in no doubt that the day ahead was going to be a hard one. She walked along the long adjoining corridor, with its stained-glass window bearing the coat of arms of the Ingfield family upon it, and hesitated at the top of the stairs. Ingfield House, it was true, was a lovely home and she had been lucky to inherit it from her Aunt Dora, although that had only been by default, as Dora had died without making a will, leaving Isabelle – the closest and only traceable heir – to inherit all that was now around her.


She sighed; the shop in Skipton, a property and business in the Queens Arcade in Leeds and a rented shop in Bradford’s Foster Square she already knew were hers, as they were in her joint name with her mother. But the place she loved was Windfell, and her heart was yearning to own it. She felt her lip tremble and her eyes started to fill with tears. She broke down as she turned back towards her bedroom, sobbing uncontrollably as she met James on the landing.


‘Hey now, enough of this. Your mother was a good woman. She loved you; she will have done right by you. Have patience and wait until you hear what the solicitor has to say.’ James knew Isabelle had set her heart on the family home, and he knew how much it was hurting her to realize that possibly it was not going to be hers for the foreseeable future.


‘I don’t ask for much. But I just wanted Windfell. It’s right that Danny and Archie have Crummock, but I had my heart set on Windfell!’ She hid her face in James’s jacket, crying relentlessly as she remembered the days she had shared with her mother in her old home. How she missed both. Her mother was gone forever, and it had just hit her that she would never hear her voice and feel her kisses again. But she knew she would remember Charlotte every day if she lived at Windfell and spent her life alongside the spirit of her mother, which filled every nook and corner of the manor.


Danny sat across from his father and watched him as he finished his late, leisurely breakfast.


‘Are you alright this morning, Father? You looked tired last night, that is why I left you early.’ He watched as Archie drew breath between his two rashers of bacon – the same breakfast he’d eaten for as long as Danny could remember.


‘Aye, I’m alright; you have to be, haven’t you, lad? Moping about is not going to bring her back, no matter how much I miss her. Lottie was an exceptional woman, and I only hope Isabelle will take a leaf or two out of her book.’ Archie sipped his tea and looked across at his son. ‘Isabelle can be spiteful sometimes. She’s expecting to inherit everything, and I don’t like that.’ He stirred his tea and noticed the puzzlement on his son’s face. ‘Lottie has left Windfell to Isabelle, but only after my day – or until I feel I want to leave it. She’ll find out this afternoon; Charles Walker will tell her.’ Archie grinned. He loved Isabelle, but she had a lot of her true father in her, and he had ignored her prying at the funeral into what was to become of Windfell.


Danny sat back and looked at his father, who was a devil for keeping things to himself when he thought it was for the best.


‘Anyway there’s something I want you to ask Harriet, and I’ve something else to tell you – something I think you should know.’ Archie’s face clouded over.


‘Go on then, Father, tell me your worst.’ Danny waited.


‘Nay, we’ll go into the study. Give the servants the chance to clear my breakfast away.’ Archie looked at his one place setting on the large mahogany dining table, remembering that there used to be up to six places set most mornings, not that long ago. He rose from his chair and walked across to the study, Danny following behind him. ‘Shut the door, lad. I don’t want anyone to listen in.’


Danny sat down in the chair that Charlotte had loved so much, noticing the tapestry down by the side of the chair that had never been finished by her, and never would be now.


‘What’s wrong, Father? You’re not ill, are you?’ Danny looked at his father and noticed how worried he looked.


‘Nay, I’m fine. But I can’t see the point in rolling around this big house, and I hate them bloody stairs because of my bad knees – and Isabelle will not want me here, if I offer for her to move in with me. Besides, I couldn’t keep my thoughts to myself when it comes to how they spoil Luke. Jane is another matter, but they’ve ruined that lad.’ Archie paused. ‘Would you and Harriet be able to put up with me at Crummock? It’s more where I belong; and Crummock, I know, will be yours after my day.’ Archie looked across at his son. He knew he was asking a lot, for Harriet would not welcome the news gladly.


‘Aye, heavens, Father. You don’t have to ask. I presume it’ll be your farm after today, and you know you can stay with us. It’ll save you trailing the road up to us, because it’s what you will do, if you live here alone or with Isabelle.’ Danny sighed and tried to smile in reassurance at his father, wondering how he was going to break the news to Harriet.


‘But what about Harriet – she’ll not want me under her feet?’ Archie knew what his son was thinking, realizing full well that Harriet would complain.


‘I’ll not have her say a bad word about it. We’ve two spare bedrooms, and we owe you and Charlotte for everything we have, so she will have to lump it,’ Danny blustered.


‘Right, if you are alright with that, then that’s what I’ll do, and then Isabelle can have her Windfell. It’s where she belongs; this was Lottie’s dream, not mine. I’d rather be sitting at Crummock’s kitchen table than at that big dumb thing in the dining room all by myself.’


‘Is there something else that’s bothering you? ‘Danny glanced at the worried-looking man across from him and waited. It seemed it was a morning of confessions.


‘Aye, this is why I wanted you to close the door.’ Archie hesitated. ‘I went to Ragged Hall the other day, as somebody told me Bill Brown wasn’t too well. So I went to see him, seeing as we’ve traded things together over the years. And that was when I saw his grandson. I nearly dropped down dead – he was the spit of you.’ Archie stopped in his tracks and looked across at his son. ‘The baby that Amy Brown was carrying all those years back was yours, lad, and he’s back: grown up and living with his grandfather.’


Danny stared at his father, not knowing what to say.


‘He even carries your name – Daniel. His grandfather said nowt, and I didn’t either, but I’m sure old Bill knows he’s yours. It’s up to you to introduce yourself, if that’s what you want. I think the lad deserves to know who his true father is, and perhaps you could make up for all the lost years. But I thought it fair that I let you know my thoughts.’ Archie looked across at his son; he didn’t know what to advise: whether to leave the lad alone, or suggest that Danny go to Ragged Hall and make himself known. The decision had to be Danny’s.


Danny rubbed his hand through his hair. ‘I’ve never told Harriet about Amy Brown and me – let alone about the baby that I suspected was mine. We aren’t seeing eye-to-eye at the moment, as it is, as she’s never satisfied with her lot. Finding out I fathered a baby before we were married would be the final nail in the coffin.’


‘Aye, I’ve heard her moaning at you. She’ll not really want me living with you, but she might have to bite her tongue a bit, if she thinks I’m listening in. Wait until I’m there with you and then make up your mind. Daniel’s not going anywhere. Part of the reason he’s with his grandfather is that he and Amy’s husband don’t get on, so Bill told me. Her husband probably realizes that he’s got a cuckoo in his nest.’ Archie rubbed his hand over his knees because they were aching, and thought about the young man who had greeted him and taken him by surprise as he entered the yard of Ragged Hall.


‘Is he good-looking, Father? How tall is he? Does he really look like me?’ Danny leaned forward; he knew full well that, now he was aware of his son’s existence, he was going to have to meet him.


‘Aye, if you can remember yourself in the mirror from twenty years back, then he’s you. A bit thinner perhaps and doesn’t look right happy, but by the sounds of it he hasn’t had the best home life. He’s the oldest of five, and it’ll have been a struggle for your Amy, bringing them all up at Slaidburn.’ Archie noticed the look of concern on his son’s face.


‘And Amy – did Bill mention how she is doing?’ Danny remembered the wild young lass with dancing eyes who had captured his heart that long, hot summer. He should have married her, not Harriet, but the family had to come first back then.


‘He never mentioned her. Sorry, lad.’ Archie looked at the disappointment in his son’s eyes. ‘Best you think what to do about the lad, and leave Amy alone. Remember, you’ve responsibilities of your own; you’ve enough on your plate.’
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