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  Yorkshire Dales, 1912




  The screams carried up into the high pasture – agonizing, soul-stripping screams. Alice sat, hands covering her ears; she just couldn’t bear it any longer. When was

  it going to end? Surely the doctor could make it stop? In defiance of the screams she kicked her boot into the hard, frost-filled ground, not bothering that the solid earth hurt her foot.




  Bess Bentham’s husband and children had watched helplessly as her condition deteriorated, turning her from a beautiful buxom woman to a frail, skeletal form. For months she had struggled

  to perform chores around the farm or look after her family. The aged country doctor’s fees were something they could ill afford, so Bob Bentham had delayed as long as possible before sending

  for him. With hindsight, the family wished he had acted sooner.




  Alice, the younger of the two Bentham children, sat behind the tall pasture wall that backed onto the great high-reaching peak of Whernside. She was a stubborn child, a true Bentham, Dales bred,

  proud and too feisty for her own good – just like her father, or so her mother had often told her. When she was in one of her moods, she’d a face on her that could turn milk sour. Now,

  as her mother lay dying, she was angry at the whole world and knew no other way than to take it out on the frozen earth that her mother would soon be buried under.




  Shivering, Alice got to her feet, pulling her jerkin around her; the bottom of her skirt was stiff where she had got it wet going through the farmyard. It was November and bitterly cold; already

  the highest points of Whernside were capped with a covering of snow. Shoving her fingerless-mittened hands into her pockets, she looked towards the farm and thought about her mother lying on her

  deathbed. Much as she wanted to be by her mother’s side, Alice couldn’t have endured another minute in the low-beamed house. For days, the smell of death had filled every nook and

  cranny, making it unbearable. When the doctor had finally been summoned to concoct potions to ease the pain, Alice had taken her chance to flee. She sighed and shook her head, remembering the look

  on her father’s face as he told her to come back indoors. Instead she had slammed the kitchen door and run as fast as her legs would carry her. Didn’t he realize she had to get away, if

  only for a minute or two? All she wanted was to escape the sorrow and to breathe the clear, fresh air on the fellside.




  The screaming stopped suddenly and was replaced with a deathly silence. Alice could hear her heart beating; the pounding was so strong, it felt as if it was escaping through her chest wall. The

  breath from her mouth came out in pure white clouds as she waited for further sounds from home. But the farm was silent now, so terribly silent. A snowflake fluttered to earth and Alice was

  listening so intently she could have sworn she heard it land. Gathering her skirts around her, she got up and ran, slipping and almost tumbling as she raced along the cobbled droving road. By the

  time she reached the farmyard she was fighting for breath, her face flushed from the cold air biting at her cheeks and her haste to reach her dying mother.




  ‘Miss Alice . . .’ Dr Bailey bowed his head. It pained him, having to break the news to this young lass, knowing how the words he was about to say would change her life.

  ‘I’m afraid your mother died a few minutes ago. You have my condolences. Now, go and join your father and brother. I’m sure you will find comfort in one another’s

  grief.’




  His face was grey and sombre as he mounted the gig, pulling a wool blanket over his knees to guard against the bitter wind before lifting the whip to stir the two patient bays into motion. He

  paused for a moment, as if uncertain whether to offer guidance, then said, ‘Your mother loved you. She’d have wanted you to show the same love to your father and brother, so you must be

  strong now for her sake. I’ll stop by and tell Mrs Batty of your loss – you’ll need her help to lay your mother out.’ And with that he tipped his hat and whipped the team

  into motion, the gig swaying from side to side as it descended the rocky path towards the village of Dent.




  Alice watched the gig until it turned out of the yard. Tears filled her eyes, and no matter how she tried she couldn’t keep them from rolling down her cheeks. She hadn’t meant to

  leave her mum; all she’d wanted was a moment’s peace – surely Mum would have known that? Her hand trembled as she lowered the catch on the oak door into the kitchen. If she could

  have turned and run away, she would have, but she had to be brave. Wiping her nose with the back of her mitten, she stuck out her chin, swiped away the tears that would not stop falling, and

  entered the kitchen of Dale End Farm.




  ‘So, you’ve decided to show your face, then? Your mother asked for you with her dying breath, and where were you? I’ll tell you where you were – up that

  bloody fell, like a raggle-taggle gypsy child.’ Bob Bentham was angry with his daughter, but secretly he was even angrier with himself for not getting the doctor to his wife sooner. He turned

  away from Alice and spat a mouthful of saliva mixed with black chewing tobacco into the fire, making it hiss. Then he reached for his pipe and tobacco tin from above the mantel. ‘You’d

  better go and say your goodbyes now, before old Ma Batty gets here.’




  Alice stayed where she was, trembling and snivelling, head bowed, not wanting to go up the darkening stairs.




  ‘Now then, our Alice, come on. I’ll go up with you.’ Will, her big brother, put his arm around her in sympathy. Hard as it was for him, he knew that for a sixteen-year-old it

  must be even worse. Bowing his head, his lanky body too tall for the low roof of the homely kitchen, he led her towards the stairs.




  ‘I’m frightened, our Will. I’ve never seen a dead person before.’ Alice’s body shook as Will squeezed her tight.




  ‘It’s not the dead ’uns that hurt you, lass, it’s the buggers that are wick that does that,’ Bob said sharply, his eyes never leaving the fire.




  Will held Alice’s hand as they climbed the creaking wood stairs to their parents’ room. Downstairs, she could hear her father muttering to himself and riddling the fire embers; he

  was cross with her and it’d take him time to come round.




  The oil lamp next to the bed was burning and, with the coming of the night and the dark snowy skies closing in, shadows from the flames were leaping on the dim walls, creating sprites that

  danced on the whitewashed stone. Alice turned her remorseful gaze to her mother’s corpse. Bess seemed at peace, her long hair loose around her alabaster skin.




  ‘Do you think our mum’s in heaven now?’ Alice asked, wondering if her mother could still see her and hear her.




  ‘I’m sure she is. She’s probably looking down on us and blowing kisses.’ Will gave her arm a reassuring squeeze. ‘Time to say your goodbyes, our Ali. Give her a

  kiss – she’d like that.’




  ‘If Mum is in heaven, she knows I should have been with her instead of sitting up the fell. She won’t love me any more.’ Tears began to fall from Alice’s eyes and she

  started sobbing, grief taking over her small, crumpled body.




  ‘Yes, she’ll know you were up the fell, but she wouldn’t have wanted it any other way. You always were headstrong, Mum knew that. That’s why it’s our job to look

  after Father. She asked that of us with her dying breath. So, don’t you worry, she loved you for the spirited person that you are – she told me so.’




  Alice controlled her sobbing for a brief moment and bent to kiss her mother’s brow. Already the skin was cold and bluish white. The brief contact made her feel sick and her legs turned to

  jelly. What was she going to do without her mother? She almost dissolved into sobs again, but by holding her breath and blowing her nose she managed to bring her emotions under control.




  ‘There, our lass, she knows you loved her. Go and brush your hair, then come downstairs and make some supper before Mrs Batty gets here. She’ll want to lay Mum out in the parlour

  while her husband brings the coffin. Reckon it’ll be down to us to get everything ready – Father doesn’t seem up to it. I’ll see to the parlour while you do us all some

  bacon and eggs. We’ve not eaten all day, and you know Mother – she wouldn’t have wanted that, now, would she?’




  ‘I did love her, our Will.’ Resolving to pull herself together and stop sniffling, Alice placed her hands on her hips and announced: ‘Don’t worry, I will look after

  everybody as Mother would have wanted. I’ll not let Father down again.’ With that, she went off to her bedroom to tidy herself.




  Will ran his hand along the banister, ducking his head to avoid the low ceiling above the stairs.




  ‘Is she all right – our lass?’ Bob asked his son. ‘I was a bit hard on her when she came waltzing in. I was angry, what with her mother having asked for her, and Alice

  not there.’ Bob knew his own faults, one of which was a tendency to be too hasty with his words. A fault that he could also see in Alice; it even made him smile sometimes, the fact that she

  was so like him.




  ‘She’s all right, Father. Alice was with Mum in her own way; she was just upset. You know how she always goes and hides up behind that top wall in the high pasture when things get

  too much for her.’ Seeing the pain on his father’s face, Will briskly changed the subject: ‘Now then, I’m going to make the parlour ready while Alice fixes some supper for

  us all. Why don’t you have a rest; it’s been a difficult day for you. I know you’re going to miss Mother, but we’ll always be here to see to things.’




  ‘Aye, I don’t know what I’ll do without her, our lad. My Bess was everything to me, and I let her down. I should have got the doctor. Brass isn’t worth anything compared

  to them you love.’ Bob sighed and put his head in his hands.




  ‘We’ll be all right, Father,’ said Will, patting his father on the shoulder. ‘Our Alice is nearly a woman and a good hand about the place, and with my job at the big

  house, we’ll get by. The last thing Mother would have wanted is for you to be upset.’ Hearing Alice come down the stairs, Will turned. ‘Are you all right, our Ali?’




  ‘I’m fine. I’ll go and make us something to eat.’ Alice felt shaky and she knew she was white as a sheet, but she had to be grown-up and handle the situation like a

  woman. The family needed her.




  ‘That’ll be grand, Alice.’ Her father tried to force a smile. ‘You’re not a bad lass. I’m sorry I shouted at you – it was the shock of losing your

  mother. Do you want me to cut you some bacon off the flitch in the dairy? I’ll do that while you go out and see if the hens have laid us some fresh eggs. If you can feed them at the same

  time, that would be a grand help.’




  ‘I’ll do that, Father, you don’t have to ask. I’ll feed Jip, too – poor old dog will be wondering what’s happened. He got overlooked this morning.’




  Taking her shawl from behind the door, Alice wrapped it around her. Then, determined to show her dad that she was not going to let him down, she drew herself to her full height, opened the back

  door and stepped out into the bitter evening air.




  Outside, it was still trying to snow and the sky was heavy and threatening. Having made sure the dog was fed, Alice moved on to the hen hut to check for eggs and to feed the clucking brown

  birds. The smell of poultry and the warmth of the tarred hut made her remember how, as a child, she used to collect eggs with her mother. The memory conjured an image of Mum laughing as Alice hid

  behind her skirts because she was frightened of the one hen that always was too curious for its own good. Forcing herself to focus on the present, Alice checked the nesting boxes for eggs: only

  half a dozen, but that would do for supper. She’d heard Dad say that they hadn’t been laying so well because of the cold weather. Making a pocket in her shawl to put them in, she closed

  the hut door behind her.




  She was turning to make her way back to the house when Mr and Mrs Battys’ cart arrived, with her mother’s cheap, rough-made coffin strapped on the back. Alice looked at it, hoped it

  was strong enough to protect her mother from the cold, dark earth. It was a pauper’s coffin, probably not even the right size for her mother’s frail body. Tears came to her eyes and a

  feeling of bitterness filled her stomach. One day, she vowed, she would have money. No one she loved would ever again be given a pauper’s funeral. And no one she loved would die for want of

  cash to pay a doctor. She would make certain of that.




  The light from the kitchen spilled out onto the dour couple as they carried the shabby coffin into the house. Alice lingered in the yard, watching as Will pulled the curtains in the parlour

  – when she caught herself referring to the shabby living room as a parlour, Alice smiled; her mother had always called it ‘her parlour’, furnishing it as posh as money would

  allow. It might not have chandeliers and sparkling crystal ornaments like the manor, but Mum had kept it spotless and loved. It was only right that she would be laid to rest in there for folk to

  pay their respects.




  Alice delayed a while longer, sheltering inside the barn, giving old Mrs Batty time to make her mother respectable and for the coffin to be carried into the parlour. She’d have stayed

  there until the sickeningly pious Battys had gone, but eventually the cold drove her into the kitchen to face them.




  ‘Ah, Alice – we were wondering where you’d got to.’ Bob looked at her with concern.




  ‘I was just making sure all was fed, Father. And I closed the barn doors before the snow comes.’ Having placed the eggs in a dish and hung her shawl up, she turned to look at the

  couple who dealt in death. ‘Mr and Mrs Batty, thank you for seeing to our needs and being so quick bringing the coffin.’ It cost her an effort to be polite; she felt more like spitting

  the words at them. In her mind’s eye she pictured the Battys’ yard with its ugly pile of coffins, hastily thrown together and left out there in all weathers, until some poor soul like

  her mother needed burying. These coffins were meant for the poor. The lovingly polished oak coffins intended for the posh folk of the dale could only be seen if you peered through the door leading

  to the workshop.




  ‘Aye, you’ve got a grand lass here, Bob.’ Ernie Batty smacked his hands together, his ample body slumping into a kitchen chair. ‘A right polite bit of a lass.’




  ‘We were sorry to hear of your mother’s death, Alice.’ Hilda Batty put her arm around Alice. ‘She’s at peace now, my dear. I’ve made her look so pretty, at

  rest in her coffin.’




  Cringing at the old woman’s hand of death resting on her skin, Alice moved away on the pretext of getting supper ready.




  ‘Right then, Bob, we’ll be on our way.’ Ernie Batty heaved himself to his feet. ‘Now, you know I don’t want to ask this,’ he said, his face turning sombre,

  ‘but I need paying for the coffin, and my old lass here will expect a bit of something for laying your good lady out.’




  ‘Tha’ll get the money. You can take this for your bother now and I’ll give you the rest at the end of the month when our Will gets paid.’ Scowling, Bob reached up to the

  tin cashbox kept above the fireplace. Opening it up, he threw what coins he had onto the table. ‘I’ve always been a man of my word, tha knows that.’ The cheek of the man! Asking

  for his money before his wife was even cold, let alone buried. ‘Alice, open that door and see Mr and Mrs Batty out.’ The sooner they were gone, the faster he and his family could grieve

  in peace.




  ‘With pleasure, Father.’ Alice darted to the door, eager to get rid of the predatory couple.




  ‘Our condolences once again.’ Ernie bowed his head as he left the building, his wife shoving him out of the door as he tried to count the handful of coins.




  The snow was falling steadily now. There was a good covering on the ground already, the wind whipping it up into white blankets over the walls. As their horse and cart set off down the lane, the

  sound of Mrs Batty chastising her husband for having no tact could be heard above the howling of the wind.




  Alice put her arm around her father. ‘Never mind, Father. We’ll manage. We will get the money some end up.’




  ‘I know, lass. Grovelling old devil – fancy asking for his brass straight away. Now, I’m going to have five minutes with your mother. I need to talk to her.’




  Patting Alice on the shoulder, Bob turned and wearily made his way into the parlour and his beloved Bess.




  Alice went to join Will, who had been sitting quietly next to the fire since letting in the Battys. ‘One day I’m going to have so much money that people like the Battys will have to

  grovel to me, same way they expected our father to grovel to them tonight. You’ll see, Will: my parlour will be a proper parlour with maids and servants, and I’ll be a lady.’




  Will looked up. ‘Alice, does that really matter? We’ve just lost our mother, Father’s in mourning, and at the moment we haven’t a penny – so stop thinking of your

  bloody self for once.’




  Alice flicked her long blonde hair from out of her face and got up to start supper. Why did people always get her wrong? She wasn’t thinking only of herself; she was thinking of all of

  them and the parlour they were going to share.




  It was five long days before they could bury poor Bess. The snow had fallen for forty-eight hours, covering the dale with a white blanket so thick that it made travel

  impossible, and digging a grave was out of the question. When the mourning family did finally manage the journey down the rough stony track into the little churchyard of Dent village, it was

  raining. The rain added to the greyness of the day, bringing with it encircling mists.




  Walking behind the coffin in the shadow of the four bearers, Alice shed tears for her dead mother. In church, she silently took her seat in the pew, smiling bravely as her big brother squeezed

  her hand in sympathy. As she gazed through brimming eyes at the rough wooden coffin, a steady stream of raindrops splashed down on it from a hole in the church roof. The light from the candles

  fragmented and shone like a miniature rainbow in the drips. Anger swelled up into her throat as the congregation sang ‘Abide with Me’. She cursed the world as she looked out of the

  church window, the trees outside waving their branches wildly in the wind, raging with the same anger as Alice.




  Some day, she told herself, things would be right; they’d have money and a fine house. She didn’t know how, but as long as she had breath in her small body she would fight for her

  family and never would they have to beg for help again.
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  There, that was the parlour dusted; another job done for the day. The sun shone through the small-paned windows only weakly yet, but it gave hope that spring was on its way.

  During the four months since her mother’s death Alice had been keeping house, cleaning, cooking and helping out around the farm. She didn’t want to admit it, but having more

  responsibility had turned her from a girl into a young woman.




  Alerted by a random sunbeam to a streak of coal dust that had managed to survive the attention of the duster, she turned to give the edge of the dresser one last going over. It was then that the

  gap caught her eye . . .




  Not the clock, please not the clock! Alice gazed unbelieving at the space where the little brass carriage clock had stood. Crestfallen and exhausted, she slumped into the one comfy chair

  that the Bentham family owned. In the absence of the clock, the green chenille mantelpiece cover looked bare, its tassels hanging limp over the unlit fire, held in place only by the two grinning

  Staffordshire pot spaniels. Her mother had been so proud of that clock, which had been presented to her when she left service at Ingelborough Hall to get married.




  It wasn’t the fact that the clock was missing that made her put her head in her hands and sob; it was the fact that she knew all too well what had happened to it. How could he!




  Anger spurring her on, she surveyed the room for other missing items. What else had he pilfered? At least the paintings were still hanging, the highland cattle serene as ever in the face of her

  distress. The mock-silver teapot was still on the table, but then it would be – mock silver wasn’t worth much. Hands on hips, mind racing, she forced herself to take a deep breath. If

  only her worries could be expelled as easily as a lungful of air. Never mind, it was done now. Too late to get the clock back, even though she had a good idea where it was. Besides, the loss of the

  clock paled into insignificance alongside the real problem: how the hell was she going to cope if things carried on like this? She might be only sixteen, but the seriousness of their situation was

  not lost on her.




  ‘Ali, get the pot on – we’ll not go hungry tonight!’ Will’s voice rang out, followed by the sound of the kitchen door closing. ‘Would you look at these

  two!’ He appeared in the parlour doorway, stooping because of the lack of headroom, his gun resting on one shoulder and two very dead rabbits in his other hand, dripping blood onto the clean

  floor. ‘What’s up, our lass? What’s to do – you’ve not been worrying over supper, have you?’




  Alice turned from the window and smiled. ‘Why should I worry about supper when we have the finest shot this side of Leeds living under our roof? Now get yourself out of this parlour, Will

  Bentham, before you get blood everywhere.’ She pushed him lovingly out of the doorway. ‘Them rabbits are a grand size, all right. Just you be careful that Lord Frankland doesn’t

  catch you – he’d have you up in front of the magistrates before you had time to blink.’




  ‘They’re from our high pasture, Ali, honest. Besides, even if they were that bastard Frankland’s, he wouldn’t miss ’em – too busy carrying on with his

  floozies, from what I hear.’ Will lumbered out into the farmyard, tugging his knife out of his pocket ready to skin and gut his kill.




  ‘You listen to too much gossip, our Will. His lordship’s a gentleman, and he’s always polite to me.’




  ‘That’s ’cos he has an eye for the ladies – I’d watch him, if I was you. And I don’t need to listen to gossip. I know exactly what he’s like because I

  see him every day, working his charms at the big house. When it comes to what goes on at the manor, what I don’t know isn’t worth knowing, our lass.’




  ‘You talk rubbish, our Will, but I’m glad you caught those rabbits. I don’t know what we’d have had for supper otherwise. Get a move on and skin ’em, then I can

  stick them in the pot and have everything ready by the time Father returns.’




  Alice busied herself filling the big stockpot and placed it to boil on the Yorkshire range. She’d decided not to tell Will about the missing clock; no need to worry his head when he had

  enough on already, looking after the farm and working three days a week for the Franklands.




  Besides, she knew who had taken it, and why – and there was nothing she or Will could do about it.




  Uriah Woodhead wiped the pint tankards with a cloth that had seen better days, spitting on the stubborn marks and rubbing them vigorously, before hanging them back on the hooks

  around the bar of the Moon Inn. At this time of day, the pub was quiet; in fact, he had only one customer. Over the last few months, the man had become his best customer, but it was high time he

  went home. Soon the place would start to fill with evening drinkers and the last thing Uriah wanted was a non-paying guest sleeping in his snug. Stepping out from behind the bar, he gave the

  wretched body of Bob Bentham a rousing shake.




  ‘Aye, I’ll have another pint with you,’ Bob slurred, dribble running down the front of his already filthy jerkin as he stumbled to his feet.




  ‘Nay, I don’t think you will. Come on, Bob, you know you’ve had enough. Besides, your credit’s run out – that little clock’s not worth what you’ve

  already drunk. Only reason I took it off you was because I knew you had no brass; it’s not as if it’s much use to me.’ Seeing that his words were having no effect and the man was

  about to settle back into his seat in the snug, Uriah grabbed him by the arm and began steering him towards the door. ‘Time you got yourself home, Bob. Your lass will be wondering where

  you’re at. She’s having it hard, from what I hear.’




  ‘You bastard!’ protested Bob, swinging his fists in an effort to resist the strong arms hauling him over the threshold. ‘You’ve robbed me, you thieving bugger!’




  Dodging the drunken punches with ease, the landlord ejected Bentham from the premises with a final push that sent him sprawling onto the narrow cobbled street.




  ‘Get yourself home and square yourself up, Bob. You’ve a family that needs you.’ With a shake of his head, Uriah closed the door on him. It was sad to see a man go downhill so

  fast. Sometimes his trade was not the best to be in.




  Bob lifted himself up and, head swimming, stumbled along using the walls of the cottages lining the street to steady himself. His erratic gait and frequent falls soon began to draw taunts from

  the local children, who abandoned their games to enjoy the spectacle of him sprawling on the cobbles. Their laughter ringing in his ears, he dragged himself out of the village and along the road

  home. At least it was a mild spring evening; during the winter there had been times when Bob had felt like giving up and crawling into a hedge, drifting off to sleep while the warmth of the alcohol

  still filled him with a fake sense of well-being, hoping that the bitter cold would do its work and end his suffering, and he would wake up in the arms of his Bess . . . How he missed his Bess.

  Without her, he was lost.




  He paused to rest his weary body on a seat at the side of the road. From this vantage point he had a wonderful view over the dale. Looking around him, he noticed the first flowers of spring in

  the roadside bank: delicate wood sorrel and the pale yellow hues of the first primroses. His Bess would have been picking them and bringing them into the house. Bending to take in the sweet smell

  of the flowers, he lost his balance and toppled into the road, landing on his back. Not knowing whether to laugh or cry, he lay there for a while, until he became aware of the sound of hooves

  tripping along the road. A few minutes later, a horse and trap came to a halt inches from his head.




  ‘What are you doing, man? I could have killed you, rolling about in the road in this bad light!’ Dismounting, Gerald Frankland leaned over the dishevelled pile of rags, only to

  recoil immediately. ‘Good God, you stink! How much have you had to drink? You’re a disgrace, man!’




  Raising himself up and squatting on his heels, cap in hand, Bob dared not look Lord Frankland in the eye. Of all the people to come down the lane, why did it have to be him! He felt a hand

  pulling him to his feet. Dizzy with drink and stomach churning, he tried to draw himself to his full height. ‘Beg pardon, sir. Didn’t mean to be in the way,’ Bob mumbled, doing

  his best not to slur his words.




  ‘For goodness’ sake, Bentham, pull yourself together. I can’t have my tenants carrying on like this.’ Gerald Frankland studied the swaying figure with a look of disgust.

  He had heard that Bentham had taken the death of his wife badly, but he hadn’t realized things had come to this. ‘Well, I suppose I can’t leave you here in that state. God knows

  how you’d get home. Climb in the gig and let’s get you back where you belong.’




  Shoving the malodorous body into the trap, Frankland turned towards Dale End Farm, whipping the horse into a trot. He was going to have stern words with Bentham’s son once he got his

  drunken father home. Young Will was a fine lad – couldn’t do without him. He’d shown an uncanny knack with horses and was a bloody good shot with that two-bore rifle of his. After

  last autumn’s pheasant shoot, a number of his friends who’d travelled up from London for the event had told him how impressed they were with the lanky lad who’d made such a good

  job of running the show. Damn shame about the father, though. If this sort of behaviour continued, he’d have to strip them of the tenancy. Bloody locals, you gave them a roof over their heads

  and this was how they repaid you!




  Alice stood in the doorway, peering down the lane for any sign of her father. She was both anxious and yet at the same time dreading his return. These days there was no way of

  knowing what state he would be in, or what his mood would be. It could be anything from sentimental and loving, cheerfully serenading her with music-hall songs, or argumentative and lashing out at

  Will with his fists. What her poor mother would have made of it, she didn’t know. As dusk descended on the farmyard and the missel thrush trilled its last song of the evening, Alice wished

  she could be like that little bird: free to sing and to spread her wings and fly away as far as possible.




  ‘Come in, our lass. It might be spring, but it soon gets chilly. He’ll be home in his own time.’ Will had started lighting the oil lamps for evening. The flame flickered as he

  beckoned for her to come away from the door. ‘The devil looks after his own, you know – and the way Father’s been acting lately, it wouldn’t surprise me if he’s

  possessed.’




  ‘Don’t say stuff like that, our Will, it’ll bring us bad luck.’ Alice closed the door behind her. ‘I can’t help feeling he’s been getting worse

  lately.’




  ‘I wish I knew where he’s been getting his brass from. Can’t see old Woodhead letting him sup for nothing. Happen he’s doing odd jobs for his beer money. Doesn’t

  seem likely, though – there’s plenty jobs around here wanting doing, and he can’t be bothered to lift a finger.’




  Alice kept silent. Much as she wanted to tell Will about Mother’s treasured possessions disappearing, she didn’t want to cause trouble between father and son, especially as her

  father might return in a fighting mood.




  They both stood frozen in place for a moment at a sound from outside: hoofbeats, coming into the yard. Racing to open the door, they were aghast to find Gerald Frankland struggling to get their

  father down from his trap.




  ‘Don’t just stand there – help me with him, lad!’ Lord Frankland bellowed at Will. ‘I can’t stand smelling him for another minute. Get him washed and tidied

  up – the man’s a disgrace.’




  Will rushed quickly to the aid of his employer, propping his father up and carrying him into the warm kitchen. His lordship followed, removing his gloves and hat before seating himself next to

  the fire. Alice busied herself putting the kettle on the range to boil, not knowing what to say and do in the presence of the landlord. Will seemed equally at a loss; having deposited his father in

  a kitchen chair, he stood over him looking as if he wished the ground would swallow him up.




  Scowling, Frankland leaned back in the Windsor chair and crossed his long legs. With his dark hair and sharp cheekbones, he looked every inch the refined country gent. ‘You’re lucky

  he’s alive, the drunken fool. I nearly ran him over, lying there in the middle of the road. How long has he been like this? If he wants to stop in one of my farms, he’s going to have to

  straighten himself up.’




  Will, tongue-tied, offered no reply. Seemingly unperturbed by this, Lord Frankland surveyed the kitchen; it was tidy and spotless, but a little sparse. His gaze came to rest on the stockpot, its

  bubbling contents filling the room with a herby aroma. ‘I suppose what-ever’s cooking in there has been poached from me.’




  Inwardly, this amused him. He’d known for a while that the rabbit population was being held in place by Will, but had not said anything; after all, in feeding his family Will was reducing

  the estate’s vermin population.




  ‘Now see here,’ Frankland continued, ‘either your father straightens himself up or I’ll have to consider renting this farm to another tenant. Take this as a

  warning.’ He rose from his seat and gathered up his gloves and hat as if to leave, but on reaching the door he turned and faced Alice. ‘How old are you, girl? And what’s your

  name?’




  Alice blushed. ‘I’m Alice, sir. I’ll be seventeen in June.’ She could feel her pulse and heart pounding as she dared to look at the dark-haired lord.




  ‘So, old enough to come and work at the manor. My sister wants someone to attend to her needs. You look presentable enough, and I think you might be suitable. Come and see Mrs Dowbiggin

  next week. I’ll arrange for her to show you what will be expected of you.’




  ‘But I don’t want a job,’ Alice protested. ‘I’ve enough to do here.’




  ‘She’ll be with you, sir – I’ll bring her myself.’ Will stepped forward, desperate to rectify his sister’s mistake. ‘Our Alice doesn’t think what

  she says sometimes, sir. We are most grateful, thank you; that’ll be a grand help to us. Say thank you, our Alice.’




  Alice glared at her forelock-tugging brother. She didn’t want to work at the manor and there was no way that she was going to kowtow to the likes of the Franklands. Nevertheless she

  curtsied, knowing that was expected of her, and then thanked him in a cool tone of voice.




  ‘A girl with spirit, eh! That’s what I like. Right, I’ll see you both next week.’ He waved a glove at the snoring body of Bob. ‘And get him sober. I bid you

  goodnight.’




  Nothing was said until the sound of the horse and trap faded down the lane. Then Will turned on his sister: ‘How many times have I told you, our Ali – always be right with them at

  the manor, especially himself. We need this farm.’ Will kicked his father’s foot as he snored, oblivious in his drunken sleep. ‘I was right: the old fool fetched the devil into

  this house tonight. I never wanted you to work at the manor, but we’ve no option now. You’ll have to watch yourself, lass, and as for Father, he can just bloody well straighten himself

  up.’




  ‘Don’t be hard on him, Will – he’s missing Mother. And I’ll be fine; I can look after myself. But you want to decide which tune you’re dancing to: either Lord

  Frankland’s the devil or he’s a saint in our hour of need.’




  Will fell silent. He hated Gerald Frankland. He hated the way he looked down his nose at those who worked for him. The way he leered at the young women from the village – and the fact

  that, for all his breeding, he was no gentleman.




  ‘Just you remember this, Ali: no matter what happens, keep your thoughts to yourself and never let them know you’re scared,’ Will retorted.




  ‘What do you mean, our Will? I don’t understand.’




  ‘You’ll find out soon enough. I’ve heard some tales about him – and his sister. Take it as a warning.’




  Alice had never seen this side of Will, and it worried her. Why did he hate Lord Frankland so much? Could things really be that bad at the manor?




  Alice stood gazing up at the austere grey facade. Whernside Manor was a huge square Georgian building with ramparts running around the bottom of the roof, giving it the

  appearance of a Gothic castle. The notorious Sill family had built it, using their ill-gotten gains from slave trading in Jamaica. Local legend had it that the house was haunted by a young slave

  boy who had been beaten to death by the only son of the Sill family. With his dying breath he had cursed his master and the master’s family, proclaiming that none of them would bear offspring

  and they would all die in poverty. Sure enough, his curse came true: one by one the Sill men died in suspicious circumstances and both daughters died old maids with not a penny to their names.




  It was also rumoured that an underground passage ran between the manor and one of the houses that the Sill family used to own. It had been used for secretive transfer of their serving slaves.

  Alice shuddered at the thought. Dark days, indeed; she was not proud of the slaving history that tainted her beloved Dales.




  The gravel crunched under her feet as she nervously made her way to the front door of the manor. She hesitated before plucking up the courage to climb the spotless granite steps and rap the

  polished brass door knocker. Adjusting her hat and smoothing her skirts, her heart beating wildly, Alice waited for someone to answer.




  ‘Yes, what do you want? We don’t encourage beggars here!’ The tall, sombre-faced butler peered down at her, his hand resting on the huge oak door’s handle as if preparing

  to close it in her face.




  Alice had never been so insulted. ‘I’m not a beggar,’ she retorted. She’d have liked to tell him exactly what she thought of his arrogant tone, but instead she bit her

  tongue, paused for a moment to consider how to phrase her response, and then announced: ‘I’m here to see Miss Frankland. My name’s Alice Bentham, and I’m to help her with

  her needs.’




  ‘Well, Alice Bentham, your first lesson at the manor is that servants always use the back door. You are never to climb these steps and knock on this door again. Typical farm girl –

  no manners,’ he sneered. ‘Now, go around the back and ask for Mrs Dowbiggin. She’ll take you to Miss Frankland, who I’m sure awaits you.’ And with that he closed the

  door, leaving Alice feeling worthless on the steps.




  She stood for a minute in shock, humiliated and at the same time furious with the pompous butler. How dare he take her for a beggar! And how dare he say she had no manners. It was him who had no

  manners, snooty old sod. She didn’t want this bloody job anyway.




  Defiantly she turned on her heel, marched back down the steps and set off up the drive. Blow it, she wasn’t going to work for this hoity-toity lot; she was a Bentham and they were nothing

  but off-comed-uns. No doubt Will would have something to say when she got home, but she didn’t care.




  ‘Leaving us so early, Miss Bentham?’ a voice shouted after her. Alice stopped in her tracks and slowly turned round to see Lord Frankland walking round the side of the manor, riding

  crop in hand. ‘Are we not to your liking, Alice? Have you fallen out with my dear sister Nancy so soon? Surely she’s not that wearing?’




  Alice could detect a hint of mockery in his voice and noticed a slight smile on his face. She was doing her best not to stare, but his elegant dress and good looks had her enthralled.




  ‘No, sir, not at all. Indeed, I did not get to see your sister, sir – as a matter of fact I’ve not even been invited across the threshold.’ She couldn’t stop

  herself; she had always been brought up to tell it as it was, so why should she stop now?




  ‘I bet it was Faulks, my butler. Better than any guard dog, but a bit too much bite sometimes. Come, Alice, let me invite you into my home.’




  He waited for her to retrace her steps to the main entrance and opened the front door for her. Hesitantly, Alice stepped into the great hall with her new employer behind her. At his bidding, she

  followed his example and took off her hat and coat, which he then thrust into the arms of Faulks, who had appeared like lightning at the sound of his master’s voice.




  ‘Faulks, this is Miss Alice Bentham. She is to assist my sister – whatever she needs, you will see that she gets it.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’ The butler bowed, giving Alice a questioning sideways glance before scurrying away with the clothing.




  ‘Well, that’s told him,’ said Lord Frankland, casually leading the way across the marble-tiled hallway. ‘Come, Alice, let me introduce you to my sister. I’m sure

  she’ll find you a tonic – it will be good for her to have someone her own age to talk to: she’s always complaining about the staff all being too old. That’s why I’ve

  taken you on, along with the fact that you seem to have a few more skills than some of the local girls.’




  Transfixed by the grandeur of the hallway, Alice was still standing just inside the front door, taking it all in. How her mother would have loved the huge chandelier, the delicate ornaments, the

  smell of fresh polish and the huge sweeping staircase. The beauty of it all took her breath away; it was like a dream.




  Lord Frankland, who had started up the stairs only to realize that Alice wasn’t at his side, gestured impatiently for her to follow. ‘Come, Alice, I haven’t all day, and Nancy

  is waiting. If there’s one thing she doesn’t possess, it’s patience, as I am sure you will shortly find out.’




  With bygone generations of the Frankland family gazing down at her from the portraits lining the walls, the awestruck young girl gathered her skirts and hurriedly followed him up the luxuriously

  carpeted stairs.




  The room was dark, the curtains still drawn, preventing the sharp spring light from entering.




  ‘Nancy, I bring you a companion, someone to entertain you, to help you with your toilet and hopefully temper your moods, dear sister. This is Alice Bentham; her father is a tenant of mine

  and her brother Will is one of my best men.’ He strode across to the window and tugged the curtains open, flooding the room with light. ‘How can you live in such darkness, girl?

  It’s a beautiful day – come on, get out of bed and say hello to your latest companion and help.’




  Once Alice’s eyes were accustomed to the light, she was able to make out the shape of a body on the lavish four-poster bed. It stirred and moaned and then, much to Alice’s surprise,

  an arm snaked from under the covers, seized a candlestick from the bedside table and hurled it at Lord Frankland.




  Ducking out of the missile’s range, he remonstrated with his sister. ‘Now, Nancy, be reasonable – you’ll frighten poor Alice. She’s not used to your ways. Heaven

  knows who is.’ Clearly exasperated, he shook his head and made for the door. ‘Enough! Get out of bed and show a few manners. I’m going to leave you to get acquainted, so stir

  yourself.’ And then he was gone.




  Bemused, Alice stood wondering what to do next. Should she speak, should she go, should she tidy the curtains that had been flung back and left any old how? The words of her brother echoed

  through her mind – was there a monster lurking under those covers? She caught sight of her reflection in the wardrobe mirror: a shabby little farm girl, out of place in these grand

  surroundings. What on earth was she doing here?




  ‘Do you not speak?’ Alice was shocked to hear a voice from deep under the bedcovers. ‘Has my brother brought me a mute? That would be useful. At least you wouldn’t be

  able to talk about me.’




  ‘I can speak, miss,’ Alice retorted sharply. Then, remembering where she was, she fell silent again, awaiting instructions.




  ‘Well, Alice, contrary to what my brother may have led you to believe, I do not require a companion. In fact, I like to keep my own company. I’m tired of his mealy-mouthed

  “companions”. I don’t know why he’s brought me another one. Now get out of my room and go home.’ This speech ended in a huge sigh, as if the effort had left the

  speaker completely drained.




  No one had ever accused Alice of being mealy-mouthed, and she wasn’t accustomed to being spoken to as if she were worthless. It was all she could do to stop herself from giving the little

  madam a piece of her mind. Instead, having carefully edited her thoughts, she said in a quiet, even tone: ‘Miss Frankland, your brother asked me to help you and that’s what I’m

  here to do. Let me assure you, I am not mealy-mouthed. In fact, I was always told to speak my mind, as long as it didn’t cause offence.’




  Suddenly the bedcovers moved, thrown dramatically from the bed to reveal the slight body of Nancy Frankland. At the sight of her, Alice let out an involuntary gasp. Framed by a shock of

  jet-black hair, dark eyes blazed at her from a face that had once been beautiful but was now a grotesque mask, the skin on the left side so scarred and twisted that the eye was almost obscured by

  angry red flesh.




  ‘I see my brother didn’t tell you about me. But then again, why would he? After all, he is quite desperate to find someone to amuse me. See, Alice, how could you befriend such a

  monster as I? Am I not truly ugly? A poor little rich girl who can never be seen in public. Now, perhaps you’d like to tell me what you think, without offending me?’




  Regaining her composure, Alice plucked up the courage to reply: ‘My mother always told me beauty was skin-deep, it’s the person inside that matters.’ She hesitated, not knowing

  if she had overstepped the mark, unsure whether to carry on. ‘I’ve always been known as a plain Jane. My chin’s too long and my hair’s lank, but my family still love me

  – as I’m sure your family love you.’




  ‘I must give you your due, Alice. You’ve not screamed, you’ve not given me a sugar-sweet reply and curtsied or smiled at me before fleeing the room in revulsion; perhaps you

  are made of sterner stuff.’




  Moving to the edge of the bed, Nancy picked up a robe and put it on over her high-necked nightdress. Then she went to her dressing table, sat stiffly in the chair and looked into the mirror.

  ‘How can anyone love this face, Alice? Look at me – how am I ever to live a life? I’m so ugly, I never want to be seen outside these four walls.’




  Alice was overcome by a wave of pity; plain she might be, but at least she could always pretty herself up with a new hat and a bit of rouge. Putting on a brisk air, she approached the dressing

  table. ‘Now, Miss Nancy, feeling sorry for yourself never did any good for anyone. Here, let me brush your hair, that’ll make you feel better. I’ve never seen such a beautiful

  comb as that one.’ She gestured to a dragonfly-shaped comb that glittered and glistened in the sharp morning light.




  ‘What good are beautiful things on such an ugly face?’ Nancy picked up the filigree dragonfly and toyed with it. ‘A useless reminder of the past.’




  Alice reached for a mirror-backed brush and went to work on the thick, dark hair; it was silky and smooth and smelled of perfume. Smiling at Nancy’s reflection in the mirror, she started

  to pile the hair on top of her head.




  ‘Stop it! Stop it at once! You can see even more of my face when you do that. You stupid bitch, are you doing it on purpose? Have you come to mock me?’




  Spinning round, Nancy grabbed Alice’s hand, making her drop the brush. As it hit the floor, the glass shattered into pieces. ‘Get out! Get out of my room now!’




  Without a word, Alice stooped to pick up the shards of glass, cutting her fingers in the process. Then she stood and looked at her accuser, blood dripping down her fingers.




  ‘What I see before me is not an ugly rich girl but a spoilt, self-pitying rich girl. I was only looking at the shape of your face so that I could decide what to do with your hair, miss.

  But I can see I’m not wanted here. As for being a bitch – why, even our old dog has more manners than you do. Good day, Miss Nancy. I’ll see myself out.’




  She could feel her legs and her hands shaking as she descended the grand staircase. Faulks and a woman who she supposed must be Mrs Dowbiggin were standing in the hallway, heads together,

  obviously discussing what they had overheard of the goings-on upstairs.




  ‘Will you be leaving us so soon, Miss Bentham?’ The sneer that Alice had seen from Faulks on the doorstop was even more prominent.




  ‘I am, and what’s more I’ll not stop another minute where I’m not wanted.’ Alice set the remains of the brush on the hall table and wiped her bleeding fingers on

  the edge of her skirt.




  ‘I’ll get your things.’ Faulks disappeared through a door and returned a moment later with Alice’s well-worn coat and hat. ‘I presume you’ll be leaving by the

  back door,’ he said, and immediately began ushering her through the hallway, until they were both stopped in their tracks by a voice from the top of the stairs.




  ‘Stop! I will not let you go! Come here this minute. How dare you talk back to me! I am Miss Nancy Frankland.’ Nancy was hanging over the banister, her long, dark hair cascading down

  and her robe floating around her, lending her the appearance of a ghostly apparition.




  ‘I will return once you have calmed down – if your brother wants me to.’ Alice turned from the screaming banshee to face the butler. ‘And no, Faulks – I will leave

  by the front door. I may not know my place, but I do know one thing: I have more manners than the lot of you put together.’




  Turning on her heel, head held high, Alice marched across the hallway, opened the huge front door and descended the steps. Her anger and indignation carried her homeward with such speed, before

  she knew it she was back in the farmyard.




  ‘Flippin ’eck, our lass, you slammed that door hard. What’s up with you?’ Turning in his chair, Bob Bentham registered the red cheeks, firm chin and

  hands on hips, and knew immediately that something was amiss.
 

  ‘Never have I been treated so badly, Father,’ Alice huffed, hanging her coat on the hook. Rolling up her sleeves, she made

  straight for the stove, took the boiling kettle from the hob and poured scalding water over the dirty pots that filled the sink. ‘And I’ll not be going back. No one speaks to me like

  that.’ She added an equal measure of cold water from the pitcher by the kitchen door and set about doing the washing-up.




  ‘Calm down, lass, things can’t be that bad. Our Will says they’re a strange lot, but that’s the higher classes for you: inbred and flighty. You’ll have to get used

  to them.’ He knocked his pipe, emptying its contents into the embers of the fire before refilling and lighting it. ‘Mind you, they say that sister of his is strange. Nobody ever sees

  her. He brought her to the house in the middle of the night and she’s not been seen since.’




  ‘Now you tell me! I bet our Will knows more than he’s letting on. Why won’t he tell me?’ Alice could feel her face going redder than ever.




  ‘Some folk reckon she’s a witch – eyes that burn into your soul.’ Bob gazed into the fire, brow furrowed in concentration as he tried to recall the gossip. ‘Others

  say she’s mad. ’Course, nobody really knows, because only her brother and that miserable couple of house servants ever see her.’ He looked up from the fire. ‘Did you see

  her? What does she look like? Is it right, is she a witch?’ Bob was on the very edge of his chair, eager to hear his daughter’s account.




  ‘Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you, but all I saw was a spoilt brat with a temper – she called me a bitch! As for that butler – who does he think he is!’ The pots

  and dishes in the sink were getting rough treatment as Alice vented her anger. But then she paused and turned to her father. ‘I can understand her feeling sorry for herself, though. Her face

  is all marked and twisted. What happened to her? Must have been something terrible – and she doesn’t look much older than me.’




  ‘Nay, lass, I don’t know. ’Appen our Will’ll tell you; him and that Jack earwig all sorts. Ask him when he comes home. Only thing I know is that her brother has some

  strange-looking friends that come and go at all hours. Nevertheless, he’s always done right by us. We could have a worse landlord, a lot worse. And Will reckons he’s not a bad boss

  either; him and Jack have done well for themselves, working at the manor. It’s just the company he keeps – rum lot.’




  ‘If you ask me, Father, his lordship’s all right. But his sister definitely needs a lesson in manners. I’ll not be rushing back, no matter what you and our Will might

  think.’




  ‘You’ll do what Lord Frankland wants you to do, our lass. We need to keep a roof over our head, remember. So don’t go getting on your high horse. Right then . . .’ He got

  to his feet and stretched himself. ‘I’m off for a stroll into Dent. I’ll be back for my supper, so don’t start pulling that long face. I’m only going to have a bit of

  banter with some of my cronies, stretch my legs on this grand spring evening.’




  Bob put his top coat on and fingered the few pence that he had in his pocket. Might just be enough for a pint or two. He looked up and caught Alice watching him as she wiped the pots and put

  them away. She knew him all too well, and she’d a sullen face on her if you didn’t do what she wanted. He’d get round to that stonewalling in the bottom meadow tomorrow; that

  should keep her off his back for a bit.




  ‘Fire needs stoking, our Alice. And the dog could do with something to eat – it’s been moping about all day.’ With a parting wave, he was off down the track, heading for

  the Moon Inn in search of a cold pint and a bit of gossip from anyone who would talk to him.




  Alice followed him out into the yard. By the time she’d finished pumping water from the well, his cheery whistle had faded into the distance. She knew damn well that would be the last

  she’d see of him until throwing-out time at the Moon. Drying her hands on her apron, she went over to the old dog. It was lying with its head resting on its paws, soulful eyes looking up at

  her. ‘I know, old lad, you’re hungry. He doesn’t care about you any more, does he? He doesn’t care about anyone any more.’ She gave a sigh and went into the house in

  search of some food for the poor animal, emerging with a bowl of stale bread soaked in milk. The old dog gulped it down, thankful that its stomach at last felt a little fuller.




  She stayed with the dog until it had finished eating its meal, then urged it to join her on a walk. Wrapping her shawl around her, Alice wandered up the rough lane to the top pasture, the dog

  trotting in front of her, occasionally stopping when it caught the scent of a rabbit, sniffing the air and looking around in the hope that the meal of bread would soon be followed by some fresh

  meat. A distant sheep bleated, reminding Alice that it would soon be lambing time, the busiest part of the year on the farm. How would they manage this spring? If only her father would come to his

  senses . . .
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