




[image: Cover image: A Child of the Dales by Diane Allen]










DIANE ALLEN
      


A Child of the Dales



 


 


 


 


[image: Macmillan Logo]









Contents


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23









To my brother-in-law Ray Alderson (Aldy) 
For the love of Dales ways and horses










Chapter 1



Border of North Yorkshire, 1785


‘Put another shovelful of coal on the fire and back it up for the night, lass.’ Martha Metcalfe looked at Ruby and sighed as she leaned against the bar of the inn. ‘Just look at the bloody weather outside. Lord knows what we’ll wake up to in the morning.’


Ruby shovelled a good helping of the locally mined, poor-quality coal onto the large open fire and watched as it dampened down the flames and took away the heat for a while. It would smoulder all night, along with the locally cut peat log, and keep the inn warm in the middle of the worst snowstorm they had experienced in quite a while.


‘I think we must need our heads seeing to! Who else would live in a godforsaken hole like this, on top of the world – the highest inn in England, with the nearest village over eight miles away?’ Ruby said and stood back with her hands on her hips. The inn stood high and nearly alone on the rough moorland of Tan Hill on the border between the Yorkshire Pennines and the wide Eden Valley, with views up to the Scottish Borders on good days. Once the area had supplied coal to the King at Richmond from the nearby pits, but now the mines were nearly forgotten.


She nodded at a drinker who was worse for wear in the corner of the bar. ‘What are you going to do with him then?’ Ruby looked at the small, wizened old man, curled up and snoring loudly enough to take the roof off the ancient inn as he slept where he’d finished his night’s drinking. 


‘He’ll be right – we’ll leave him there until the morning. Old Jake won’t hurt anybody. Besides, we can’t throw him out on a night like this, he’d never make it home. I wouldn’t want anybody to find him frozen to the bone on the road back down to Reeth.’ Martha gave a sigh. ‘His wife will be turning in her grave if she knows that he’s spending all his hard-earned brass drowning his sorrows in the corner of our hostelry. She was such a pious soul, never hardly spoke to anybody.’ She smiled and looked at the old man, who was obviously broken-hearted after the death of his wife. 


‘I’ll get a blanket and put it over him. He’s had the best part of eight pints tonight. He and Rob Jenkins got carried away playing dominoes, which was alright for Rob as he lives just next door, but Jake should have known better on a night like this.’ Ruby picked up the lit candle from the end of the bar and made for the stone stairway. The candle flickered as she climbed the steps – the draughts of wind even penetrating the thick walls of the pub as they howled and growled, with drifting snow as high as the roof against the most exposed side of the seventeenth-century building. She quickly made her way to the bedding box along the narrow hallway, then walked back to the woman she had always known as her mother, since she had been found on the inn’s steps on a midsummer morning all those years ago. She carefully unfolded the heavy grey blanket and placed it gently around the faithful old drinker. Since the death of his wife, the Tan Hill Inn had been his second home, and Martha and Ruby felt obliged to give him their care and attention. 


‘That’s right, put it over him, the silly old bugger. He should look after himself a bit better than he does. It is a pity he’s no family to care for him.’ Martha, the inn’s tough-talking owner with a heart of gold, smiled when Jake didn’t move a muscle as Ruby placed the blanket around him. ‘Right, let’s away to our beds – it will be morning all too soon. I must admit I’m not looking forward to undressing. I might go to bed as I am, and nobody will be any the wiser. It will be that cold upstairs.’ She smiled as she saw the disgust on Ruby’s face. ‘It’s alright for you, lady, you are young and bonny-looking, but when you get to my age it makes no difference what you dress like. Men would tolerate me, no matter what I appeared or smelt like. They come here for the beer and the whisky, not to gaze and think unmentionable thoughts, like they have been having, looking at you of late.’ 


‘I couldn’t go to bed in my clothes. I might not wash, because the water in the jug will be freezing, but I’ll definitely undress. Anyway you are wrong: many a man flirts with you over that bar, and you are loved by all the miners and travellers who come along this road. They always ask for you, if I serve them.’ Ruby grinned at the woman who was as broad as she was tall, with greying hair and a dress that had definitely seen better days; but for all that, she had a loving smile, a bonny face and eyes that twinkled with mischief and entranced many a customer over the bar, when the worse for a drink. 


‘Pah, it’s the drink that talks – and well you know it. They know they are on safe ground when they flirt with old Martha. Now you, my lass, are a different bag of doings. You’ve got to the age when you are catching men’s eyes. I’ve seen them ogling you of late. You want nowt with any of the locals. I don’t know where you came from, but those looks are not from around here. You deserve to court somebody with wealth, not some down-on-his-luck miner or farmer.’ 


Martha looked at Ruby. She had brought the girl up as her own, but her looks would always belie where her true roots lay. Her skin was olive and smooth, even in the coldest of winters, and her hair was raven-black and she had almond-coloured eyes and high cheekbones. Where she had come from that summer morning, no one knew. There had been no sign of her mother or father as Ruby lay screaming for attention on the step of the Tan Hill Inn, wrapped tightly in only a colourful shawl, in a wooden box with a silver bracelet beside her. Fred, Martha’s husband, had brought Ruby in to her and had stared with dismay at the small, angry form that had been left without name or explanation, and both had wondered what to do with her. Martha had never been able to conceive and looked upon the baby as a gift from the gods, immediately making the small crying bundle her own. Only the locals in the coal miners’ cottages next door knew how the baby had been found and they swore not to breathe a word to anyone who showed an interest in how Ruby had appeared. 


Now that Ruby had grown into the most beautiful young woman and had reached the age of nineteen, men were queuing up to see her as she poured them a drink and smiled at them, making conversation easily with the local miners. The silver bracelet that she had been left with, which now fitted on her wrist, was Ruby’s only link to her true family. 


‘Shh, what’s that – is somebody is knocking on the main door? Who on earth is out on a night like this?’ Ruby said quietly and looked at Martha. 


‘I don’t know, but we’d better see. Get the pistol from behind the bar – you can never be too careful – and stand behind me while I open the door. Nobody that’s lawful and right in their head will be out on a night like this.’ 


Martha glanced at Ruby as she reached for the ancient pistol that had never been used by either woman, but which they kept behind the bar for protection. 


‘Don’t hesitate to shoot if you think they are up to no good,’ Martha said as she took the candle and walked over the well-worn stone flags to the small, narrow entrance to the pub. ‘Who’s there? Make yourself known. What are you doing out on a night like tonight on this moorland?’ she yelled from behind the door and glanced worriedly at Ruby. 


‘Open up, woman, before I die this night. I’m Reuben Blake – Black Blake to those who know me in this godforsaken place. The blizzard has caught me on my way to Reeth. For the love of God, woman, open the door. I’m not armed, I’m of no threat to you, but you’ll have to bury me if you don’t show pity on this soul of mine.’ Reuben Blake yelled through the sturdy wooden door and hammered on it as he clung to life, frozen to the bone. 


Martha turned to Ruby and whispered, ‘Oh, my Lord, it is Reuben Blake; of all the people knocking on the door this night, it is the devil himself.’ She glanced at Ruby and shook her head. ‘He’s a bad lot – we shouldn’t let him in.’ 


‘But he’ll die, Mother. You can’t leave him out there, not in this weather.’ Ruby pulled on Martha’s arm, urging her to open the bolts on the door. 


‘Let me in. I’ll curse you for the rest of your days if you leave me to die here. There will be no peace for you, Martha Metcalfe. I’ll make sure the devil takes your soul as well as mine this night, if you don’t let me in.’ Reuben leaned against the door, shivering and covered with snow. 


‘God help us, he will sell my soul to the devil – he’s already in league with him, from what I’ve heard,’ Martha whispered to Ruby as she pulled the bolt back from the door. ‘Keep your distance from him, my lass. I’ll let him in, as we can’t let him perish.’ 


Ruby stood back and watched as Martha opened the door and the frozen form of Reuben Blake tumbled into the bar room, staggering across the bare wooden floor to one of the chairs next to the fire. 


‘A brandy, woman, I need some warmth in these bones of mine.’ Reuben took his cloak, coated with snow, from around him and removed his felt hat to reveal a mop of long black curly hair and a hardened face, with steel-grey eyes that looked at Ruby as she ran behind the bar to do his bidding while Martha warily stoked the fire and gazed at him. ‘Don’t worry, I’ve got brass on me. I can pay my way. I thought I was gone from this world for sure. The weather is as wild as hell, and my bloody horse lost a shoe as we climbed the Silver Hill, else I wouldn’t be bothering you this night.’ 


Reuben looked at Martha as he warmed his hands, then stood with his back to the fire, warming each and every bone in his body while swigging back his brandy and demanding another when he placed the empty glass down on the table before him. 


‘I see this place has not improved since my last visit. It’s still a pigsty, and I can see that I’m as welcome as ever to you, Martha. At least your barmaid is easy on the eye,’ Reuben said with sarcasm as the colour returned to his cheeks. 


‘You know why you are not welcome here, Reuben Blake. My Fred would still be alive now if it hadn’t been for you and your raggle-taggle band of followers. I will never have it in my heart to forgive you for not saving my Fred from the blow that put him in his coffin.’ Martha wailed and sat down heavily in the chair, next to the man she blamed for her husband’s death. 


‘To hear you talk, you’d think it was me who hit your old man. It was an accident that he got in the way of Donald Beattie and the Aldersons. He should never have got involved in the row. The horse wasn’t worth that much anyway, and it certainly wasn’t worth your old man’s death. Besides, old woman, they were not my followers – just horse-dealers like me, but with fewer morals. I’ve more about me than them lot, and a great deal more sense than your old fella, who should have turned his back on their exploits. He’d have still been alive if he had.’ 


‘If that bastard of a man hadn’t stolen the horse in the first place, there would have been no fighting and my Fred would be alive, and your mate would not be rotting in Richmond gaol. I’ll never forget you standing back and laughing at Fred’s feeble attempts to defend himself. You could have saved him, but you never lifted a bloody finger. It’s right what they say about you, Reuben Blake: your heart is black – black as that coal on the fire there.’ 


Martha stared at the man whom honest people in the Dales and on the moors were fearful of, and who was hated for his thieving ways and his hold over everyday folk. 


‘It’s time you and your brothers – aye, and that old mother of yours – changed your ways. Lived decent lives, like the rest of us.’ Martha glared at the man she hated, but whom she feared for his quick temper, and because he was descended from Border reivers, who were well known for their underhand wheeler-dealing as well as their horse skills. 


‘And you, Martha Metcalfe, should not listen to idle gossip. The horse wasn’t stolen, we just happened to come across it on the moorland. And when we came here with it, to find its owner, we were thought the worse of. If you think I was going to take on a fella I knew to be the best in the county with his fists, then you think wrong. Your Fred should have stopped behind the bar, like this bonny creature is doing. By, I’d have been coming here more often if I knew you had her serving.’ Reuben grinned and flashed a smile at Ruby. 


‘You can keep your eyes off her – you are old enough to be her father,’ Martha said sharply. ‘Besides, she’s my daughter, so she’s not fair game for you.’ She spat and stood up, then looked at Reuben. 


‘Nay, nowt as bonny as that can have come out of your old withered bones, and she doesn’t look a bit like Fred. She’s a dark beauty. There must have been a bit of better breeding in her from somewhere.’ Reuben grinned again, then went and leaned on the bar and stared at Ruby, who showed no fear of the older man, who obviously thought a lot of himself to be ogling somebody half his age. 


‘My mother’s right – I’ve no desire to be looked at and talked about by you. I’d forgotten your name until tonight, but I remember now. I was only a child when you and your so-called friends stopped outside and chose to fight the local Alderson family. I watched as I lay in the heather and I saw my father killed. No wonder Mother didn’t want to open the door to you tonight. She should have let you freeze.’ Ruby glared at Reuben as she went and sat back down at the table; she wasn’t going to be scared of this bully, or his family. 


‘By, she’s brave, this ’un. She’s got a sharp tongue on her, which she will have learned from you, no doubt.’ Reuben turned and looked around him. ‘He seems content.’ He noticed old Jake still asleep in the corner, oblivious to the night’s happenings. ‘That reminds me. I could do with putting my head down. A good night’s sleep in a decent bed and I’ll be out of your way if the weather improves, come morning. I’m sure you’ll be glad to see the back of me.’ Reuben smiled at both women. 


‘The less time I have you under my roof, the better. I can’t throw you out, so I suppose I will have to put you up for the night. Ruby, you sleep with me tonight, and we’ll let him sleep in the back bedroom. Unlike you, Reuben Blake, I’m a God-fearing soul, and I could not live with myself if I threw you out on a night like this,’ Martha said and scowled.


Reuben put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a small leather purse, emptying three sovereigns onto the table he was seated at. ‘Here, that’ll stop your moaning. It’ll pay for my stay and, hopefully, you’ll fill my belly in the morning. Don’t worry, I’ll not be braving your bed tonight. I hardly have the strength to climb the stairs, let alone waste energy on seeing to my urges, no matter how bonny that face of yours is.’ Reuben smirked and looked at Ruby as she passed him a lit candle. ‘My horse is in the stable next to that old nag of yours. I took the liberty of feeding and watering it, before I knocked on your door. It’s too fine a beast to let loose in this storm.’ 


‘That’s true to form: horses put before folk. You’ll never learn, Black Blake, and the hearts you must have broken with your wild ways,’ Martha admonished him. 


‘Hold your whisht, you old crone. Now where’s my bed? The brandy’s done its work. I’ll sleep tonight and then I’ll be away at first light.’ Reuben took the candle from Ruby’s hand and noticed the glint of the silver bracelet on her arm, but couldn’t be bothered to examine it more carefully as she led the way to his room, up the stone steps to the back of the ancient inn. ‘At least it’s a bed – that’s the best I can say,’ he commented as he looked at Ruby, standing proud and defiant at the bedroom door. He stared around the bare room, with the wind howling and the snow cladding the window outside. ‘You’ll not be joining me then? I could do with somebody to warm my bones.’ Reuben grinned as he sat on the edge of the bed and pulled off his boots. 


‘It would be a cold day in hell before I’d do that,’ Ruby said and pulled the door to behind her. 


Reuben smiled, whispering to himself as he pulled the tattered quilt over him. ‘You’ve about got it right, lass. It is a cold day in hell when you have to stay at the Tan Hill on a night like this. It’s not out of choice that you have me under this roof – nobody in their right minds would stay here, let alone live here.’ He blew out the candle, put his head down and listened to the wind howling. He’d be away in the morning, he thought, as he closed his eyes and recalled the defiant Ruby. She reminded him of somebody – somebody he had loved a long time ago – but that would simply be a coincidence, as she was the daughter of that old crone Martha. 


‘The sooner he is out of this house, the better,’ Martha said to Ruby as they lay in bed together. ‘By the sound of the wind, we’ll be lucky if we can get rid of him in the morning, as the snow was already drifting up to the eaves and the front door, when I opened it.’ 


‘He’s wicked, isn’t he, Mother? You can see it in his eyes – they look straight through you. I don’t think I’ll sleep tonight, knowing he’s across the hallway,’ Ruby said into the darkness.


‘I’ve got the pistol by my side, and perhaps Jake would hear and come to our rescue if Reuben tried anything.’ Martha sighed. 


‘I wouldn’t put any faith in Jake. He never stirred all night, not even when Reuben Blake was hammering on the door.’ Ruby closed her eyes as she tried to fight the tiredness that had washed over her.


‘Well, if they find us dead in our beds in the morning, he can’t go far, not while the weather is like it is. Besides, his horse is shoeless and if he stole our horse, he’d soon realize he’d be better travelling on his own feet. My old Belle is a bit like me: long in the tooth, and with only one speed. No, we are stuck with Reuben tonight, so we are best getting some sleep. We’ll see what the day brings tomorrow.’ Martha yawned; she’d sleep, even if Ruby didn’t. As for Reuben Blake, he could do as he pleased, as long as she got some shut-eye. 


It was just breaking light when Ruby crept downstairs. She’d not slept well throughout the night, for thinking about the man who lay in the room across the corridor from her and her mother. She pulled back the wooden shutters from the windows and peered outside. The wind had dropped, but the snow was still falling, and it clung and shone like a million crystals in the dim light of the coming morning’s sun. Drifts were whipped up into high peaks, to the height of the inn, where the wind had blown it into fascinating shapes; in other places it was only a few inches deep. There was no way anybody would be leaving the inn this morning, she thought, as she poked the fire back into life and looked at Jake, who was still snoring in his adopted corner. She’d leave him be for a little while longer; after all, he wasn’t going anywhere in the current weather. Alas, that also meant she and her mother would be lumbered with Reuben Blake for the day, unless he dared take his life in his hands and continue on his journey to the nearest village of Reeth, or back home to the high fells of Stainmore. 


Once the fire had leapt back into life, she went into the stone-flagged kitchen and, grabbing her shawl from behind the kitchen door, opened the back door to the yard outside. It was relatively clear of snow, being protected by the front of the inn. She hoped the water pump would not be frozen, as she stood at the back door next to the pump and the stone trough that was usually filled with water. A bit of snow lay fresh and virginal upon the yard, and Ruby glanced across at the four miners’ cottages. The only sign of life within them came from the smoke rising from each chimney. There would be no work done in the open coal mines today – or for a while, if the weather did not lift. 


She pulled her shawl tightly around her and hung her bucket over the pump’s head as, with both hands, she took the handle and pushed it up and down, in the hope that water would soon fill her bucket. There might be snow on the ground, but it was not freezing as hard as it did some days she had known at the Tan Hill, so she was grateful that after a while her bucket was filled with cold, clear water for the morning’s use. Back in the kitchen, she filled the kettle and lit the small fire that she and her mother would cook on and stay close to for the rest of the day, placing the kettle on the hook that hung above the flames. She then went into the larder and cut slices of home-cured bacon from the flitch that hung from hooks in the ceiling. The pig had been killed and butchered in autumn for days just like this, when the inn was dependent on what stores they had laid down for the winter. In the spring a piglet would be bought and fattened and reared for the following winter – it was a cycle that had been that way for as long as anyone could remember. It was a matter of life and death if provision was not made for the northern Dales weather, which could turn so quickly. 


She placed the fatty slices into a large frying pan and then carried it through to the larger fire in the bar, which had quickly jumped into life with the coal that she had placed upon it. The aroma from the frying bacon soon filled the air, tempting Jake to wake and listen to his empty stomach, which had started grumbling at the smell of food that it now longed for. 


‘Bloody hell, lass, for a minute I wondered where I was. I must have slept here all night. I remember looking out of the door and thinking there was no way I’d face the walk back home because of the weather, but after that, my mind is a blank.’ Jake pulled off the blanket that Ruby had placed around him and stood up, stretched and yawned. ‘It’s no good, I need a pee. I’ll be back in a minute. I’ll go and relieve myself outside.’ The old man looked at Ruby as she fried the spitting bacon. ‘Any chance of me having a slice of that, before I make my way back home?’ 


‘That’s what I’m cooking it for – there’s enough for all of us, including our other guest when he makes his way down the stairs.’ Ruby scowled as Jake disappeared quickly out of the front door to relieve himself at the corner of the inn, out of the gaze of anybody in the cottages. She could hear footsteps overhead making the ancient floorboards creek. She had also wakened Reuben Blake with the tempting smell of bacon, but in his case she would not waste her breath on much conversation, she decided, as Jake came back in and stood beside her, warming his hands. 


‘It’s still bloody wild out there, but there is a chink of blue sky showing itself over the fells at Stainmore – it will happen improve in an hour or two. I’ll be on my way then, out from under your feet.’ Jake smiled at Ruby. ‘Is there a chance of a drink of water? I could drink a beck dry.’ 


‘Blue sky over Stainmore? The sun always shines on the righteous. Isn’t that right, my bonny lass?’ Reuben Blake stood at the bottom of the stairs and grinned at Ruby, and looked at the astonishment on Jake Hartley’s face. 


‘Lord preserve us, I didn’t know you were staying here? Bloody hell, I must have been drunk last night. I can’t even remember seeing you here.’ Jake stood and stared at the man everyone knew, but gave a wide berth to. 


‘I was a late visitor – you know how it is, Jake.’ Reuben grinned and winked as he sat down in the chair next to the fire. 


‘Oh, I see. Aye, I understand.’ Jake looked at Ruby, who seemed angry as she finished frying the bacon. 


‘His horse lost a shoe and he got stuck in the blizzard – there’s nothing more to be read into that, Jake Hartley. So don’t you go tittle-tattling down in Reeth. He should have died out there, if I’d had my way.’ Ruby walked past both men with her fried bacon and left them looking at one another. 


‘She’s a fair lass, is that one.’ Reuben grinned at Jake. 


‘Aye, she’s a good ’un – she’s thought a lot of around these parts.’ Jake sat down in the adjacent chair and wondered what to say to the dark visitor with a reputation from hell. 


‘Good morning, gents, and I say that tongue-in-cheek. I trust you both slept well?’ Martha walked down the stairs and looked at the two guests, neither of whom she had wanted. ‘Has my Ruby wakened you up with the smell of bacon? I’m afraid you’ll have to have yesterday’s bread with it. I’m up late this morning, else I’d have baked it by now. I couldn’t sleep a wink because of one thing or another.’ Martha gazed at Reuben. She’d lain in her bed thinking only of the man in the next room, frightened that at any time he might come in and have his wicked way with Ruby, and do even worse to her.


‘It’ll make no difference. I’ll be on my way as soon as my horse and I have eaten, although I’ll have to walk it, no matter the weather. I’ve some business in Reeth that I need to get sorted,’ Reuben said and looked across at Jake, who was shaking his head. 


‘You’ve not seen the drifts out there. They are the height of the inn at the side the wind was blowing. It would take you all day just to walk a mile or two. The snow might be stopping, but the depth of snow in places is too deep to risk going anywhere,’ Jake replied. 


‘You live in Reeth, I’ve seen you drinking at The Oak. If we go together we’ll come to no harm. I’m not stopping another night in this godforsaken place. Besides, my business, as I say, won’t wait. Once we get off this moorland and make our way down Arkengarthdale the way will be clearer.’ Reuben looked at Jake, knowing that he would not dare argue with him.


‘You stay if you want, Jake. I don’t mind you staying another night.’ 


Ruby came back into the room and stood with her mother, placing a tankard of water in front of their regular. 


‘No, I’ll not outstay my welcome. I’ll go and ask Rob Jenkins if I can stay another day and night with him – they’ll have room for me – and then I can come and have a drink here tonight, rather than be on my own, back home,’ Jake said quickly. He’d no intention of risking his life with Reuben Blake or in the snowdrifts.


‘Well, whatever you both do, Ruby and I will bring you some breakfast and then it’s up to you to sort out your own lives. As for us, once we’ve milked the cow and I’ve made the bread, the inn will be open as usual, although I can’t see many visitors coming this way today. Probably the odd miner for a gill or two, if they can get away from their wives, and that will be that.’ Martha peered through the small-paned windows that overlooked the desolate moorland. ‘I sometimes think I need my head seeing to, for living in such a desolate place. And then spring will come, and I’ll smell the earth coming to life and see the wild pansies in bloom, and I’ll realize there is no better place on God’s Earth.’ She sighed and glanced at Ruby as they made their way into the kitchen to prepare breakfast for their two unwanted guests. 


‘I’ll not rob you or leave you for dead, you old bugger, if that’s what you’re frightened of.’ Reuben looked across at Jake and smiled. 


‘Nay, it’s not that. I’d rather wait here a while until the weather improves. There are worse places to be stranded, and I’ve nothing to go home for.’ Jake hung his head. 


‘Aye, you might be right. I never knew there was such a bonny lass working here, else I’d have been calling in earlier, and my brothers would never have been away. How old Martha has given birth to her beggars belief,’ Reuben said and looked into the fire, warming his hands as he did so. 


‘She didn’t; Ruby might call her “Mother”, but Martha’s not her real mother. She and old Fred found Ruby on the steps of the inn early one summer’s morning. She was wrapped in a shawl, and the only thing with her was the bracelet she wears around her wrist. She looks nothing like Martha, thank God. But whoever Ruby’s real mother was, she must have been a beauty, and she must have had a kind heart as well. There are not many nicer lasses than our Ruby – everyone around here takes care of her.’ Jake went quiet as Ruby came to the table with two plates of fried bacon and slices of Martha’s bread and placed them in front of their guests. 


‘I’ll be back in a minute with some tea, unless you want a pint of ale. But you, Jake, I’d say you had enough last night. Something in your belly this morning is more important.’ Ruby looked at both of the men and noticed Reuben glancing at the bracelet that was her only link with her birth mother. ‘You can take your eyes off my bracelet – you’d have to kill me first to get it off my wrist,’ she said sharply as she walked away from him. ‘Happen I shouldn’t say that, because that’s just what you did to my father,’ she added, then made her way quickly back to the safety of the kitchen and Martha.


‘Well, she is usually a grand lass,’ Jake muttered. ‘She has obviously taken a dislike to you.’ 


‘Aye, it seems she blames me for old Fred’s death, even though it was not me who felled him. She’s got spirit, I’ll give her that.’ Reuben pondered how to get a better look at the bracelet that had taken his eye. 


‘I’m not going back in there with the tea – that Reuben Blake keeps looking at me. I wish he’d go back to where he came from,’ Ruby said to her mother and sat down at their kitchen table, swearing under her breath. 


‘I’ll take it through. You go and milk the cow; we are short of milk, and no doubt the Lunds, Jenkins, Baxters and Browns will be knocking on our doors for some, seeing as the miners’ cottages are cut off from everybody this morning. We can at least sell milk, if nothing else, on days like these.’ Martha grabbed the two mugs of tea and looked at Ruby. ‘I’ll stand for no nonsense from that rogue – he’ll soon get short shrift from me.’ 


‘He’s dark in his thoughts, Mother, you’ve only got to look into his eyes. No wonder he gets the nickname “Black Blake”.’ Ruby took a sip of her tea and then reached for her shawl. ‘I’ll feed Belle as well as the cow when I milk her, but I’m not feeding his horse – it must go hungry.’ 


‘You feed it; he paid us well last night and, besides, the poor animal can’t help who its master is. Reuben will probably see to it himself anyway, as he’s known for his horse skills. Folk praise him for his horses, so his heart is good somewhere.’ Martha walked out of the kitchen, shaking her head. When Ruby took a dislike to someone, she really did not hold back with her tongue, despite her generally soft nature. 


Ruby pulled her shawl tightly around her and battled her way over the yard to the stable and cow house, which northerners called a shippon. The snow was whipped up into peaks at the side of the buildings, into strange and weird shapes, and now that the sun was breaking out, with only the odd fluttering flake coming down from the heavens, they glistened and sparkled in the weak winter sunshine. It was a beautiful sight, she thought, as she looked down Arkengarthdale and over to the north-east, towards the mountains of the Scottish Borders. However, it was too cold to stand about, gazing at the beauty of nature, when she could hear the cow mooing and complaining that it needed milking. 


‘Alright, alright, Daisy, I’m here. I know I’m late, but we’ve visitors in the inn and they come first, although I don’t know why,’ she muttered to herself as she turned the round metal latch into the shippon. ‘Are you hungry and all?’ She looked at the doe-eyed Jersey cow and ran her head down its back. ‘And you are out of water. I’ll fill your bucket up with that first, and then I’ll fill your hay trough for you to eat while I milk you.’ The cow mooed in agreement as Ruby picked up the heavy metal bucket and went to fill it at the pump, before loading the hay rack next to Daisy’s head with fresh-smelling summer hay from the loft above. She then pulled up her stool and started to milk, warming her hands by rubbing them together, before gently pulling on Daisy’s teats, squirting the fresh milk into the wooden pail under the cow’s udders. 


The cow chewed contentedly on her breakfast, and Ruby soon got into a rhythm, emptying the udder quickly, with enough milk to supply the inn and the four miners’ cottages for that day. The black cat from one of the cottages stretched and slunk from her bed in the shippon. Knowing when there was a free breakfast available, she purred and wrapped her body and tail around Ruby’s legs. 


‘We can’t have you going hungry, can we, Lucky? Here, I’ll fill this old saucer up as usual, but don’t let me mother know, else she’ll be charging your mistress for it.’ Ruby tipped milk into the saucer that acted as Lucky’s breakfast plate most mornings, then watched as the warm milk was lapped up by the adopted cat. She walked back across the yard and placed the pail of milk just inside the inn’s back door. Her mother would put it through a sieve to clear it of any impurities, before using it to make butter and sell. 


Ruby returned across the yard to the stables. She wondered what sort of horse Reuben Blake owned, as she opened the dry wooden door to reveal the horse that had lost its shoe and landed them with an unwanted visitor.


‘By, you are a beauty – you put our Belle to shame.’ Ruby looked at the large black horse that stood at least sixteen hands high, and which turned its head and gazed at her as she entered the stable. Its mane was long and silky, and the white blaze that ran down its face made it look the perfect horse, as it pricked up its ears and snorted at her, taking in her unknown scent. ‘You have a bit of Arab in you, I bet, with legs like that.’ Ruby stroked the horse’s withers and went to hold the halter that she was tied up with, as she spoke gently to it. ‘Now what’s your name? You are as dark as your owner, and no wonder he gets called Black Blake: you and he are well matched.’ The horse nudged her gently and snorted as she stroked its muzzle. 


‘Her name is Midnight. And you are right, she is part Arab, but not too much, else she’d be no good for around here. The old fell pony you’ve got is more suited to these parts.’ Reuben Blake walked over and patted his horse on the flanks and looked at Ruby. He’d been standing in the doorway, unbeknownst to her, and had heard every word she said. ‘She’s the love of my life – more faithful than any woman can ever be. Aren’t you, my sweet, apart from when you lose a shoe in a snowstorm?’ Reuben stroked and patted his horse’s head and smiled. ‘I hope you haven’t given her anything to eat; she’s particular, is this one. There’s some bran mash and oats in a bag that I placed down by the doorway for her. You don’t get a horse like this by feeding it any old owt.’


‘No, I’ve not fed her, but I’ll go and see to Belle and leave her to you.’ Ruby moved her arm away from stroking the black horse and tried to squeeze past Reuben. He grabbed her hand and looked at the bracelet upon it, then grinned as she stood there defiantly. 


‘That’s a bonny bangle. It must be worth a bit of money, looking like that.’ He stared at the snake-shaped bracelet, glittering silver, with ruby eyes and silver filigree skin covering it. 


Ruby wrenched her arm away from his grasp. ‘You’ll have to kill me for it. I’ll not give it to you while I’ve breath in my body,’ she snapped. 


‘Aye, lass, you really have got me wrong. I’ll not be parting you from your bangle, and you are safe with me in here. I’ll not be laying a finger on you, so don’t you worry. Get your old nag fed, and I’ll be on my way in another hour. I’ll brave the snow, now the wind has dropped and the sun is coming out. I have got a man waiting for me down in Reeth and he’ll not wait for ever. You and old Martha can breathe safe – I’ll not be under your roof another night.’ Reuben watched Ruby. She hated him, he could tell, and she had a fire in her eyes and a look that he knew all too well. 


‘I’m sorry. It’s just that for years I’ve remembered watching the fight, and I recall you standing there as my father lay dead on the ground. You should have helped him.’ Ruby stood her ground. 


‘I couldn’t have stopped it; it was simply an unlucky blow. I don’t suppose you saw me carrying your father into the inn and placing him on one of the tables. I gave evidence at the trial of Donald Beattie, his killer. I told the judge how it was, and that I wasn’t to blame for your father’s death. Fred should have kept his nose out. Donald Beattie always did have a quick temper and used his fists before talking, the madman.’


‘I didn’t see that. I ran and hid in the old lime kiln, as I was frightened. It was dark before I went home, to find my mother crying and sobbing, and cursing your name and that of Donald Beattie. All I knew was that my father was dead and my mother was broken-hearted because of you. Your name has never been mentioned since the day we buried my father. It is a wonder you are not cursed, you were hated so much by me and Mother. You should never have darkened our door last night – you were best forgotten.’ 


Ruby looked at the man who stood in front of her. He was handsome in his own way, and a few years ago she imagined him turning many a woman’s eye, with his long dark hair and tanned skin with high cheekbones. He even dressed differently, in a long black coat and white shirt under a purple waistcoat, finished by black moleskin trousers and a pair of substantial black leather boots. Standing more than six feet tall next to his horse, he looked the part of a highway robber or gypsy king. No wonder everyone was frightened of him.


‘Aye, well, folk believe what they want to believe; give a dog a bad name and it sticks. I’m no saint, but I’ve never killed a man. I might play the law at its own game – make a bob or two out of the greedy rich – but I’d never take a man’s life, I hope you’ll believe that.’ Reuben stared earnestly at Ruby; he wanted her to know the truth and not believe what other folk said about him. 


‘Well, you can live your life as you see fit, it is no concern of mine. Once you have left this place I’ll probably not set eyes on you ever again, and you’ll be forgotten about.’ Ruby walked to where Belle was harnessed and grabbed her water bucket, emptying out the dirty water around Reuben’s feet before going to refill the bucket from the pump in the back yard. 


Reuben watched her as Ruby pumped the water and walked back across the yard. He knew those looks and that soft nature, with a quick temper if provoked; it was what had attracted him to the love of his life in the first place. He wasn’t wrong. When he’d first glimpsed the bracelet he’d known straight away that she was his daughter. He’d got the same matching bracelet at home, and if it was placed on Ruby’s arm, the snakes would entwine, just as he and Ruby’s mother had all those years ago. Vadoma, her birth mother, had been his reason for living, until she disappeared along with her travelling gypsy family. 


When Vadoma had fallen pregnant by him, they had planned to run away together, but then her father had found out and everything went from bad to worse. Her two burly brothers had brayed him to a near-pulp one night, ambushing him on his way home from Kirkby Stephen. They had broken his bones and left him for dead, cursing Reuben and spitting on him as he pleaded for his life. They would not have a non-Romany in their family: he was a ‘gorger’ and he’d committed the ultimate sin in bedding one of them and getting her pregnant. They had laughed when they had left him to die; and that he would have done, had it not been for an early-morning traveller finding him and taking him home. 


Reuben looked now at the young lass whom he knew was his own flesh and blood. What he was going to do about it, he didn’t know. He was tempted to tell Ruby as she walked past him to feed the inn’s horse. 


‘Stop staring at me like that. It’s not right,’ Ruby said as she filled the hay rack up for Belle to eat and offered an armful to Reuben for his horse. 


‘Sorry, I don’t mean to stare, but you remind me of someone from a long time ago.’ Reuben took the hay; he’d save the bran for his return trip, he decided, as he saw that the hay was of decent quality.


‘I suppose old gossiping Jake told you that I’m not really Martha and Fred’s daughter. He takes great delight in telling everyone that I’m a foundling – he makes all sorts of tales up about me. He thinks I don’t know, but I do. The folk living in the miners’ cottages next door keep it quiet, but old Jake can’t help himself; he loves to gossip.’ Ruby finished feeding her horse and turned to look at Reuben. 


‘Aye, he did, although he said no more than that. Do you not have a clue as to who your parents were?’ he asked tentatively. 


‘No, this bracelet and the shawl that I was left in are my only clues. I used to lie on my bed at night and wonder exactly who I was, but then I realized it made no difference. Martha loves me and that’s all that matters.’ She stood and looked at the handsome but dark man who was showing an interest in her. ‘My mother told me to tell you, when I was getting the water, that I’d to make sure you pick up your change from your stay with us – she’d hate to rob you. There are enough thieves about here this morning.’ Ruby grinned and then turned her back on Reuben. 


‘Tell her to keep it. She’s earned her money,’ Reuben shouted back. Martha had earned that money and more besides, if she had been bringing up his daughter for the last nineteen years, he thought as he lifted his saddle down from the hook on the stone wall and started to place it on his horse. He’d walk the horse down to Reeth; the way would be treacherous and he’d have to take his time with his horse missing a shoe. That would do him good, as he’d a lot on his mind. He couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps he should have told the lass that she was his daughter, but when he returned next, he’d bring proof with him. 


Because return to the inn he would, once he had told his mother he had found his offspring. There hadn’t been a day in his life when he hadn’t thought of Vadoma and the child she was carrying. He might not have his Vadoma now, but he could at least have his daughter. 



   






Chapter 2



The way down the steep valley of Arkengarthdale was nearly impassable, and the snow had been whipped up into fantastic sculptures, leaving some parts of the way barely covered and others with drifts five or six feet deep. Reuben looked around him: everything glistened and sparkled in the sun, nearly blinding him with the light as he held onto his horse’s reins and picked his way down the well-known track that wove down the dale like a thin grey ribbon. 


He had stumbled and slipped a few times, and so had his horse, and now as he passed the snowbound inn called the Charles Bathurst, he was tempted to stay the rest of the day and night there instead of carrying on to the Kings Arms in Reeth, where he had business with his dear friend, the landlord. Reuben looked at the inn; he could just remember Charles Bathurst, after whom the inn was named – he had been a brute of a man, whose great-grandfather John had been the doctor to Oliver Cromwell. Bathurst himself had stood for Parliament, but had never got elected; instead he had bought the surrounding lands, and he owned the lead mines that covered the neighbouring fells. The power went to Bathurst’s head when he threw a waiter at the Kings Arms in Reeth down the stairs and told the poor landlord, when approached about it, to ‘put the charge on my bill’. He eventually went insane from drink. He had a lot to answer for, had Charles Bathurst: the fells around him were scarred and tattered all along the valley from his pursuit of riches. The local miners searching for lead made him wealthy, but only just managed to put bread on their own tables. 


Reuben shook his head and looked up at the sky. He had better get a move on and reach Reeth before nightfall, as the sky appeared heavy with snow. At least then he could do his business, and drink and eat with his good friend Francis Verity, who knew how to make a fella welcome – unlike the poor setting of Martha’s at the Tan Inn. 


He stepped out with his horse and thought about the lass, Ruby. She was a real beauty, just like her mother. She’d left him in a quandary, as he wanted her to know that he was her father, and he wanted to take her home where she belonged, away from the wild Tan Hill and the drunken miners who drank there; she would probably end up wedded to one of them and have numerous children around her skirts, and little money in her purse, just like the rest of the local women. He could offer Ruby so much, if she would return home with him. Little did she know that she had a grandmother and two uncles who would welcome her with open arms – especially his mother, who’d always wanted a daughter. 


He thought about the look Martha Metcalfe had given him as he walked his horse past the doorway of the inn. She’d shouted at him and said she didn’t want to see him back in her inn, when he glanced back at her, hoping to glimpse Ruby. He’d noticed the tatty bedroom curtains move as he put his head down and made a start on the eight-mile walk into Reeth. Martha was a secretive old soul; she kept her thoughts to herself, and with good reason. No wonder, if she had always thought he had played a part in the death of Fred, her husband. 


Reuben’s thoughts wandered as he walked down into the valley, which was opening out as he moved on towards Reeth, his memory taking him back to the days when he had been young and free of any worries. His thoughts were of dealing in horses, as his family had done for centuries, and of attending Appleby Horse Fair, where he had first met his Vadoma. She’d been riding a dappled grey mare, bareback, with her bright skirts pulled up to her thighs and her long black hair flowing down over her shoulders. She’d nearly knocked him over as she showed off her horse skills in front of the admiring crowds of interested buyers. 


Reuben remembered his father grinning at him and saying, ‘That’s a grand bit of horse-flesh, if ever I saw it. Or is it the rider you are interested in, lad?’ He’d smiled at his father and shaken his head at him. ‘Don’t even think about it, lad, she’s not for you. Not unless you want one of her brothers to send you to the good Lord. They are watching you, and they’ve seen how she’s smiled at you. She dances with the devil, does that one, with looks like those.’ 


His father had been right, but that had not stopped Reuben from speaking to Vadoma after she ran her horse through the River Eden – she was as good at riding a horse as any of her menfolk. She’d stood and smiled and had watched the others run the rigours of the deep pools under the bridge in the centre of Appleby, both of them knowing instantly that they were attracted to one another, no matter what their families thought. 


The love affair had blossomed in secret over the following months, until Vadoma’s family decided to up-sticks and travel back to Ireland. But it was too late by then; the damage had been done, and Vadoma was taken away carrying Reuben’s child. No word had come out of Ireland and he’d searched the Appleby campsite frantically the following summer, but despite her brothers being there, Vadoma and her mother were nowhere to be found. 
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