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  One




  May, 1854




  ‘We’ll get rid of her. That girl’s been nothing but trouble since she came in here.’ Cedric Goodbody belied his name for there was nothing

  ‘good’ about the man. He was thin and wiry with a rat-like face. His grey eyes, sharp and piercing, missed nothing. His frown deepened. ‘If I’d known what I know now,

  I’d never have admitted her. Her or her mother. The woman had the gall to refuse to pick oakum, on the grounds that she’s a silk worker and the rough work might injure her

  hands.’




  He drummed his fingers impatiently on the desk in front of him. The room around him was cluttered with files and ledgers. Papers were strewn over the surface of his desk and piled in untidy

  heaps on the floor. He was sitting in the only chair in the room. Any visitor – even his wife, Matilda – was obliged to stand. Hands folded in front of her, she was facing him now

  across his desk. She was no better than her husband. Thin and gaunt with a waspish tongue, she took a malicious delight in the misfortunes of others. Together – as master and matron –

  they ran the Macclesfield workhouse just within the rules laid down by the Board of Guardians, and outside them if they were sure they would not be found out.




  ‘The girl’s got spirit,’ Matilda admitted grudgingly. ‘I’ll give her that. Nothing seems to depress her for long.’




  ‘Can’t you try punishing her? I’m sure you can find a reason,’ Cedric growled. ‘She’s too pretty for her own good. That long, blonde hair and those bright

  blue eyes—’




  ‘My word, Cedric, I’ve never known you to be so observant.’ Matilda pursed her mouth.




  Cedric ignored her sarcasm. ‘But it’s her singing all the time that gets on my nerves. I can’t abide cheerful inmates. In all my years running workhouses, I’ve never

  known an inmate to sing!’




  Matilda shrugged. ‘There’s no stopping her even when she’s locked in the punishment room on bread and water.’




  Cedric smiled cruelly. ‘Well, I’ve an idea that’ll put a stop to it. Critchlow’s sent word he wants four more paupers. She can be one of them.’




  Matilda raised her eyebrows. ‘Is he still managing to keep that system going? I thought all the cotton mills’d given up having pauper apprentices.’




  ‘Most of them have. With all the new laws about the employment of children, it was becoming uneconomic. But not for the Critchlows. Tucked away in that Derbyshire dale, they don’t

  get many visits from the authorities. They just ignore any law that doesn’t suit them. I’m just thankful they have carried it on. They’ve always been fair in their dealings with

  me.’ He cast her a shrewd glance. He’d never actually told his wife about the money he received from the Critchlows in exchange for a steady supply of strong, healthy orphans to work

  long hours in their cotton mill. But he was sure she had guessed.




  It seemed she had, for, ‘You want to mind the Board don’t find out,’ was her tart reply.




  ‘They won’t as long as you don’t tell ’em.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘There’s only you ’n’ me know about it. So watch that tongue of yours,

  woman.’




  ‘But I thought Nathaniel Critchlow—’




  ‘Oh, Nathaniel!’ Cedric was scathing. ‘I don’t deal with him any more. He’s getting past it. Going soft in his old age. No, it’s Edmund – his son

  – I need to keep in with.’




  ‘Well, you’ll be sending him a barrel of trouble with that girl. Besides, I don’t reckon the mother’ll let you send young Hannah all the way into Derbyshire.’

  Matilda smirked. ‘Whatever fine tales you tell her about how wonderfully her daughter will be looked after and taught a trade that’ll be the making of her.’




  ‘The mother’ll have nothing to do with it. If I say the girl goes . . .’ Cedric banged his clenched fist on the desk and papers fluttered to the floor, ‘then she goes.

  She’s young and strong. Just the sort Critchlow wants.’ He ran his tongue around his thin lips, greedily anticipating another generous payment.




  ‘Maybe,’ Matilda murmured. ‘But she’s not biddable. She’s a mite too much to say for herself.’




  ‘Edmund Critchlow’s got his methods of taming the wilful ones. He’s got a punishment room just like us.’




  Matilda sniffed. ‘Well then, young Hannah will likely be spending most of her time there.’




  The subject of their conversation was at that moment working in the laundry. Little light penetrated the filthy windows, and the huge room was filled with steam and the sharp smell of

  disinfectant. Three other girls and two older women besides Hannah toiled over the wash tubs. Their hands were wrinkled from the hot water, their faces red and their clothes drenched with sweat.

  Hannah was hanging dripping clothes onto the slats of a wooden rack, which she then hoisted to the ceiling for the clothes to dry. Above the noise of the sloshing water, Hannah’s voice

  trilled pure and clear. ‘How sweet the name of Jesus sounds . . .’




  ‘Ah, bless ’er,’ one of the women at the tubs murmured. ‘That was me mother’s favourite. Eh, but it brings back the memories.’




  Rebecca, Hannah’s mother, looked up worriedly. ‘I’m sorry if it upsets you. I’ll tell her to stop—’




  ‘Don’t you dare. You let your little girl sing,’ Alice answered. ‘I might shed a tear or two, but me memories’re happy ones. I’ll tell you summat, Rebecca.

  She brightens our days with her sunny smile and her merry singing. Come on,’ she raised her voice. ‘Let’s all sing. Let’s show ’em . . .’ And in a raucous,

  tuneless voice she joined in the words of the hymn.




  Rebecca shook her head in wonderment and smiled softly, marvelling at the way her twelve-year-old daughter could spread even the smallest spark of joy in this cheerless place. There were few

  occasions in the workhouse when the inmates felt like smiling – some had almost forgotten how. But since Rebecca and her daughter had arrived, there’d been more smiles and fond shaking

  of heads than ever before, as they heard Hannah’s piping voice echoing through the vast building. She led the other youngsters in games in the women’s exercise yard and, for a few

  minutes each day, she made them forget the drudgery and misery of their lives. With her blue eyes full of mischief and daring, the young girl had become the darling of all the inmates. For, though

  the men and boys were strictly segregated from the women and girls, they could still hear her over the wall from their yard, could hear the sound of playful laughter.




  The women in the laundry room were startled into silence by a loud banging and only Hannah was left singing at the top of her voice.




  ‘That’s enough, girl,’ the matron snapped, grasping Hannah’s arm in a painful grip. ‘The master wants to see you.’




  ‘Why?’ Hannah ceased her singing and dropped the rough blanket she was washing back into the tub. It splashed soapy suds onto the matron’s pristine apron. Matilda shook the

  girl roughly. ‘Now look what you’ve done. My word, I’ll be glad to see the back of you.’




  Hannah’s eyes shone. ‘We’re leaving? Mam,’ she called, ‘we’re getting out. We—’




  ‘Not your mother, just you.’




  Hannah’s eyes widened. ‘Oh no, I’m not going without me mam.’




  ‘You’ll do as you’re told.’




  Drying her hands on a piece of rough cloth, Rebecca came towards them. ‘What is it, Matron?’ she asked in her soft, gentle voice.




  Before Matilda could reply, Hannah said, ‘She says the master wants to see me. I’m leaving. Just me, not you. But I’m not going without you, Mam, I—’




  The matron gave an exasperated sigh. ‘You’d better both come along to his office. He can deal with the pair of you.’




  Moments later, mother and daughter stood before the master’s desk, but it was the young girl who fired the questions. ‘Has someone come for us? Is it me Uncle Bill?’




  Cedric smiled cynically. ‘And which uncle might that be?’ He leered at Rebecca, standing quietly beside her daughter. ‘I expect you had a lot of them, didn’t

  you?’




  The older woman blushed and hung her head, but Hannah’s clear, innocent gaze darted between them. ‘No,’ she retorted. ‘I’ve only one uncle. He’s not me real

  uncle—’




  ‘I bet he isn’t,’ Cedric muttered.




  ‘He lived next door to us. He and me Auntie Bessie—’




  ‘Hush, Hannah dear,’ Rebecca said softly, touching the girl’s arm. ‘Let the master tell us.’




  Hannah pressed her lips together, but her blue eyes still sparkled with indignation.




  Cedric shuffled some papers in front of him. ‘I’ve found the girl a position working in a cotton mill in Derbyshire. A lot of the youngsters go from here.’ He stared hard at

  Rebecca, daring her to argue. ‘She’ll be well looked after, I assure you.’




  Hannah spoke up again. ‘What about me mam? Is she coming an’ all?’




  ‘No, there’s no place for an older woman. At least, not ones with no experience.’ He glanced at Rebecca again. ‘You haven’t worked in a mill before, have

  you?’




  ‘Only in a silk mill here.’




  ‘That’d be near enough, wouldn’t it?’ Hannah put in before the master could answer.




  Cedric glowered. ‘No, it wouldn’t. Not the same thing at all.’




  She opened her mouth to retort but Cedric held up his hand. ‘I don’t want to hear another word from you, girl. And if you take my advice, you’ll learn to curb that runaway

  tongue of yours. It’ll get you into a lot of trouble where you’re going, if you’re not careful.’




  For once, Rebecca dared to question the master. ‘I thought you said she’d be well treated?’




  ‘She will – if she behaves herself. Mr Critchlow, the owner of the mill, is a good master, but he expects loyalty and obedience from all his workers.’




  Rebecca bit her lip. ‘I don’t want her to go. She’s too young to go all that way.’




  ‘You have no say in the matter.’ Cedric’s lip curled. ‘If you and your – er – offspring . . .’ he laid insulting emphasis on the word, implying so much

  more, ‘allow yourselves to become a burden on the parish, you have to pay the price. You’re no longer free to decide your own future. You’ll do what the Board of Guardians tells

  you. And they always take my recommendations.’




  Again, Rebecca hung her head.




  Cedric turned to Hannah. ‘You’re to be ready to leave tomorrow morning. You’ll be going on the carrier’s cart as far as Buxton and then he’ll arrange for you and

  the others to be taken on to Wyedale Mill.’




  It was an arrangement that had worked well for Cedric in the past. For a few coins the carrier would take the orphans part of the way and then pay a local carter to take them the few extra

  miles.




  ‘Others?’ Hannah piped up again. ‘Who else is going?’




  Cedric stood up, dismissing them curtly. ‘You’ll see in the morning. Just you mind you’re ready and waiting.’




  



  




  Two




  It irritated Cedric Goodbody that he knew little more about Rebecca Francis and her daughter than he had on the day they’d knocked on the door of the workhouse and begged

  admittance. Rebecca was a quiet, reserved young woman, well liked by the other inmates and staff yet not forthcoming about her life before that day.




  It was shame that stilled Rebecca’s tongue. The humiliation of entering the workhouse lay heavily on her. Once, she too had laughed and sung – just like her lively, innocent daughter

  did now – but then she’d made the mistake of falling in love and everything had changed.




  Rebecca had been born in a street of garret houses, three storeys high, occupied by weavers. Her father, Matthew, had his workroom in the top storey, its long window giving him light to carry on

  the trade of his father before him. Her mother, Grace, had worked in a silk mill. Though the family – like every other family around them – had suffered the ups and downs of the silk

  trade, Rebecca’s young life had been a happy one. When her parents had married they’d lived with Matthew’s widowed mother, and when Rebecca was born one year later Grandma Francis

  had looked after the infant whilst Grace returned to work in the mill.




  At ten years old, Rebecca went to work eight hours a day in the mill.




  ‘Hello there, young ’un,’ James Gregory, the man who was the supervisor over the workforce of women and children, had greeted her. ‘Going to be as good a worker as your

  mother, are yer?’




  Rebecca, with her shy, brown eyes, her soft dark hair hidden beneath her bonnet, had nodded, gazing up at him in awe. James had bent down and touched her cheek. ‘Don’t be afraid of

  me, young ’un.’ Gently he’d traced his finger round the outline of her face. ‘You’re far too pretty to be afraid of anyone.’




  From that moment, Rebecca had been James Gregory’s willing slave. She idolized him. Through the years as she grew, the other women teased her. ‘Mr Gregory’s little sweetheart,

  ain’tcha? But just remember, girl, he’s got a wife at home and there’s a little ’un on the way.’




  By the time Rebecca was fifteen she had the shape and demeanour of a woman. Working alongside adults all day long – women who talked and laughed and joked, and who didn’t trouble to

  curb their raucous tongues before the youngsters in their midst – Rebecca could not be ignorant of the facts of life. She knew full well that it was wrong to meet James Gregory in secret,

  knew it was dangerous to give herself to him.




  But Rebecca was hopelessly, helplessly in love with James’s blond, curling hair and merry blue eyes. He was tall and broad shouldered, with slim hips, and he carried himself proudly as if

  he truly believed he was destined for better things. Rebecca was utterly, selflessly loyal to him and when, inevitably, she found herself carrying his child, she refused to name him as the father.

  Gossip was rife through the mill, but Rebecca stubbornly refused to blame anyone but herself. When her daughter, Hannah, screamed her arrival into the cramped bedroom of the terraced house, there

  was no loving father present to welcome her, only a reluctant grandmother. Even the grandfather had disappeared to the nearest pub to be with his cronies and to try to blot out all thought of his

  daughter’s shame. Tactfully, his friends asked no questions. What was going on in Matthew’s home at that moment was women’s business.




  Overcrowded and at times a hotbed of gossip though the houses in their street might be, there was nevertheless a deep sense of neighbourliness, of protecting their own. As news of her arrival

  spread quickly, there was soon a constant stream of visitors at the door. Some bore gifts, others came just to see the child and the young mother, yet more with an excuse to wet the baby’s

  head.




  ‘She’s a bonny ’un,’ was the unanimous verdict. But, tactfully, they made no comment on the child’s wispy blonde hair and bright blue eyes. Only amongst themselves,

  they nodded their heads and said, ‘No mistaking whose kid she is.’




  Kept in ignorance, Hannah’s early life was happy. She lived in the close-knit community, was protected by it, too young to remember when her grandfather, Matthew, died only three years

  after her birth. Rebecca’s wage now supported them, with a little help from the work Grace was able to do at home. Their landlord rented out Matthew’s garret workroom to another weaver.

  For a while, Grace and Rebecca were terrified they would be turned out of their home. Thankfully, the weaver lived elsewhere and was happy to walk the couple of streets to his new workroom.




  Of Hannah’s father not a word was ever spoken. Not until she was old enough to play in the street with the other children did she begin to understand the circumstances of her birth.

  Slowly, it dawned on her why her surname was the same as her mother’s and her grandmother’s. Cruel names were hurled at her and sometimes she found herself excluded from the other

  children’s games. Hannah would toss her bright curls and smile at those taunting her. And beneath her breath she would sing to comfort herself. Little by little, she won them over and when

  the day came that her mother and grandmother insisted she should attend school, it was now the children from her own street who defended her against curious strangers.




  The first really harsh blow to disturb her childhood came when Hannah was eight years old. Her grandmother, Grace, was taken ill with distressing sickness and diarrhoea and terrible leg cramps.

  Rebecca stayed at home from work to nurse her mother but after only three days Grace died. After a simple funeral attended by their neighbours, Rebecca and Hannah returned to the home that now

  seemed empty and soulless without the old lady who had been its centre.




  ‘I’ll have to go back to work,’ Rebecca said in her soft voice. ‘I’ll see if Auntie Bessie next door will take care of you.’




  ‘I can take care of meself, Mam,’ Hannah had declared stoutly, but Rebecca had shaken her head. ‘No, no, I won’t have you left alone. Bessie won’t mind.’

  Rebecca had smiled gently. ‘She’ll never notice another one amongst her brood.’




  So Hannah had become a daily visitor to the overcrowded house next door where Bill and Bessie Morgan, their three sons and two daughters lived. The Morgan children were all older than Hannah but

  they took the lonely child in and treated her as if she were another sister. Peggy, the youngest at twelve, was the closest in age, but even she was already working at the mill. Bill and two of his

  sons worked in the top floor garret of the house and Bessie had her hands full caring for them all.




  ‘’Course she can come to us. She can ’elp me with me washing,’ Bessie had said at once when Rebecca tentatively broached the subject. It was from Bessie Morgan, who sang

  all day long in her loud, tuneless voice, that Hannah, amongst the soap suds and steam of the back yard wash house, was to learn the words of all the hymns.




  ‘We’ll mind her,’ Bessie had promised. ‘You get back to your work, Rebecca, while you’ve still got a job to go to.’ She had cast a knowing look at Rebecca,

  and the younger woman had felt the flush of embarrassment creep up her neck.




  In the uncertain silk industry, Rebecca had kept her place at the mill even through hard times when many had been laid off. She was well aware it was whispered that it was only because she was

  James Gregory’s mistress that she had kept her job. And, in a way, Rebecca had to admit that it was true. Whilst he’d never openly admitted to being the father of her child – and

  Rebecca maintained her steadfast silence – James Gregory had always made sure she’d a job at the mill. And though she was no longer his mistress – hadn’t been from the day

  he’d learned she was pregnant – he still favoured her, much to the irritation of the other workers. If she was feeling tired or unwell, he’d find her easier work. He allowed her

  time off – with no questions asked – if Hannah was ill. The other women grumbled, but there was little they could do about it other than to ostracize Rebecca. It was a lonely time for

  the young woman but she stuck it out. She’d no choice – hers was the only income her family had.




  Hannah’s time with the Morgan family was short lived. Life swiftly dealt Rebecca another harsh blow. In less than a year, James Gregory had left the mill. She had heard the news from the

  gossip that rippled amongst the mill workers.




  ‘’Ave you ’eard, ’ee’s got himself another fancy piece. Daughter of a mill owner, no less. And her father’s made him manager of one of his mills.’




  ‘What about his wife and family? Gregory’s married, ain’t he?’




  ‘Oh, didn’t you know? His wife and kiddie died with the cholera last year. So he’s fancy-free.’




  ‘Is ’ee, by God! So, he’s not marrying that girl – what’s ’er name?’




  ‘Rebecca Francis. Oh no. ’Ee’s set his sights higher than ’er. And let me tell you something else. Once ’ee’s gone from here, that little madam ’ad

  better watch out.’




  And soon after James’s departure, Rebecca was told that her ‘services were no longer required at the mill’.




  For a few months, she managed to pay the rent, though she grew thinner from worry and tramping the streets in search of work. By the January of 1851 there was no food in the house, no fuel to

  keep them warm, their winter clothes had been pawned, and she was hiding when the rent man called. Two months later, Rebecca and her young daughter were evicted from their home.




  The workhouse was the only place they could go.




  



  




  Three




  ‘Now, have you got everything? How generous Mr Goodbody has been.’ Rebecca fingered the clothes lying spread out on Hannah’s bed. The garments – two

  shifts, two frocks, two aprons and two pairs of stockings – were not new, but Rebecca had washed and lovingly ironed and mended them. It was the final motherly act she was to be allowed to do

  for her daughter. ‘And you must take care of this money. Two whole guineas,’ Rebecca told her, handing her a cloth purse. ‘Tie it round your neck for the journey, but you’ll

  have to give it to . . . to whoever’s in charge of you . . .’ Her voice threatened to break, but she smiled bravely and added, ‘Mind you’re a good girl, won’t you? Do

  as you’re told and—’




  Hannah’s blue eyes brimmed with tears. She flung her arms around her mother’s slim waist and hugged her tightly. ‘I don’t want to go. Don’t let them send me away. I

  – I might never see you again.’




  Though Rebecca embraced her fiercely in return and her voice trembled, she tried valiantly to make the words cheerful and hopeful. ‘Of course you’ll see me again. Once you’ve

  got settled in, you ask around. There might be a job for me there. I’m sure my experience in the silk mill will count for something, whatever Mr Goodbody says. You just mind you tell them

  about me. Don’t forget, now will you?’




  ‘Oh no, Mam. ’Course I won’t.’




  The cart pulled to a halt at the top of a steep hill.




  ‘Right, out you get.’ The old driver dropped the reins and climbed stiffly down from his seat. He walked to the back of the cart. ‘Come on,’ he said roughly. ‘I

  ain’t got all night.’




  Three of the four children riding in the back scrambled out. Only Hannah made no move to obey him. ‘You’re not leaving us here. There’s no sign of the mill and you were paid to

  take us all the way.’




  The old man coughed juicily and wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. ‘Well, this is as far as I’m going, missy. I’m on me way back to Buxton now. You do as you please.

  This is as far as I can take you. My old girl wouldn’t make it back up this ’ere hill if I teks ’er down. You’ll have to walk rest of the way. It’s down there.’

  He pointed to the road, disappearing steeply down into the dale below them. ‘Just follow that road. Mill’s at far end. You can’t miss it.’




  As Hannah climbed down, she looked about her and, suddenly, she smiled. The sun was setting behind the hills, casting a golden glow over the slopes and glinting on the trees. Even the rough road

  on which they were standing was bathed in golden light.




  ‘It’s a pretty place,’ Hannah murmured.




  The man climbed back onto the front of his cart and picked up the reins. ‘Aye, missy, take a good look at the sunshine. Pauper’s gold, they call it. I reckon that’s the only

  gold you’ll ever see. And you won’t be seeing much of that either – not in Critchlow’s dismal mill, you won’t.’ He laughed loudly at his own joke and flapped the

  reins. The horse, as if knowing it was homeward bound, moved forward with an eager jerk. Within moments the cart was rattling back the way it had come, leaving the four youngsters standing

  forlornly in the road. Far below them a river wound its way through the deep valley between hills that seem to fold in on each other. They could see houses dotted here and there, and sheep in a

  line following a track along the hillside, making for home. But there was no sign of a building large enough to be a mill.




  ‘Should we ask the way?’ Luke jerked his thumb over his shoulder towards the Wyedale Arms behind them. Hannah glanced at it, but the door was shut and there seemed no sign of life.

  She was the eldest of the four – and the boldest – and the others were looking to her to take the lead. She felt a tiny, cold hand creep into hers and looked down into the small, white

  face of the youngest. Jane was only ten and small for her age. She had been born to a young widow in the workhouse who had died at her birth. She was truly an orphan. She looked exhausted by the

  day’s travelling, her eyes huge in her pale, gaunt face. Tears were close. ‘Are we lost?’




  Hannah gave the child’s hand a comforting squeeze. ‘No, ’course we’re not.’ She glanced round at the two boys – twin brothers, Luke and Daniel Hammond –

  trying to instil confidence into her voice. ‘Come on, you lot. It’s down this hill, the man said. We’d best get going if we’re to find it before dark.’




  With more purpose in her step than she was feeling inside, and still holding Jane’s hand, Hannah strode down the hill, the other two falling in behind them.




  ‘Lead us, heavenly Father, lead us . . .’ she began to sing.




  She’d sung the hymn through once and was about to start again, when Luke said, ‘How much further is it?’




  ‘Dunno,’ Hannah said cheerfully. ‘Maybe we’ll see it round the next bend.’




  They walked on beneath the canopy of trees overhanging the lane as the shadows lengthened and the sun dipped out of sight. Dusk settled into the dale.




  ‘I’m tired and me leg hurts,’ Jane murmured.




  ‘I’m hungry,’ Daniel moaned.




  Luke and Daniel had been left at the workhouse door five years earlier when their mother had died and their father couldn’t cope with the lively six-year-olds. They hadn’t seen him

  from that day to this and had given up hope of him ever coming back for them. Now, coming up to twelve years old, they were excited at the prospect of a real job. They were small and thin like most

  of the children in the workhouse, but they were fit and healthy with the same mop of unruly light brown hair, hazel eyes and cheeky grins. Their teeth were surprisingly good, white and even. Just

  the sort of boys that Mr Critchlow was looking for, Cedric Goodbody had assured them.




  But now, they too were tired, their excitement waning.




  ‘It can’t be much further,’ Hannah said, almost dragging the weary little girl alongside her.




  The shape of a house loomed up on the left-hand side of the road.




  ‘Is that it?’ Jane pointed. ‘Is that the mill?’




  Hannah eyed it doubtfully. ‘I don’t think so. It’s not big enough.’ She paused and added, ‘Is it?’ She wasn’t exactly sure just how big a cotton mill

  was, but she imagined it must be at least the size of the silk mill where her mother had worked.




  ‘That’s a farm,’ Luke said scathingly and his twin nodded. ‘It smells like one.’




  Hannah glanced at them. She’d only known town streets with no trees or fields. The only animals she’d seen had been scrawny dogs and cats and most of them had been strays. So, she

  didn’t argue, aware that the boys had known six years of life before coming into the workhouse. Who was she to say that they hadn’t seen a farm?




  As if answering her unspoken question, Luke said, ‘Our dad worked on the land, but he moved about from job to job.’




  Daniel nodded. ‘Every Lady Day, we’d be packing up and moving to a new farm.’




  She saw the two boys glance at each other and knew they were remembering happier times.




  ‘Come on, then. Best walk a bit further,’ Hannah said briskly, trying to inject some encouragement into her tone. But they’d gone only a few yards further when they came to a

  crossroads. The lane to the left led to the farm, but they’d no idea which of the other two roads they should take.




  ‘Which way now?’ Luke asked




  ‘I don’t know.’ Perplexed, Hannah glanced this way and that.




  ‘Let’s ask at the farm,’ Luke suggested. ‘They’ll know where the mill is.’




  Hannah pulled a face, reluctant to knock on a stranger’s door, unsure of the welcome that four workhouse brats would receive. ‘All right then,’ she agreed diffidently, aware of

  how tired they all were. They were hungry and thirsty too. She turned and frowned at the two boys behind her. ‘But just you two mind you behave yourselves.’




  They grinned up at her with identical saucy expressions. ‘Yes, miss,’ they chorused.




  The four of them trooped through the gate, the boys closing it carefully behind them. ‘You always have to shut gates on a farm,’ Luke said.




  ‘Oh – yes – right,’ Hannah nodded. She wasn’t sure why it was necessary. There was no one about in the yard but, again, she didn’t argue.




  As they neared the back door, there was a scuffle, and a black and white collie appeared out of a kennel set to one side of the back door and began to bark.




  Jane gave a terrified scream and clutched at Hannah’s skirt, hiding behind her. Even the two boys took a couple of steps backwards. Hannah too jumped, but she pulled in a deep breath and

  held out her hand. ‘Here, boy. Good dog. Nice dog.’




  ‘He might not be as nice as you think,’ Luke muttered. ‘He’s a sheepdog. A working dog.’




  ‘And a guard dog,’ Daniel added.




  But the animal ceased its barking, whined, wagged its tail and licked Hannah’s outstretched hand.




  ‘Well, would you look at that!’ Luke grinned at her. ‘Charm the birds off the trees, you could.’




  In the workhouse, males, females, girls and boys had been strictly separated, but on the few occasions they had glimpsed one another, Hannah and Luke had liked what they’d seen. And now

  here they were, having travelled together all day, standing outside the back door of a farmhouse seeking help.




  ‘Go on then,’ Luke encouraged. ‘Get on with it.’




  Hannah glanced at the other three as she raised her hand to knock, seeing a mixture of trepidation and hope on their weary, pinched faces. It was exactly how she felt as she turned to face

  whoever should open the door.




  They heard heavy footsteps and then the door was pulled open. A tall, well-built, red-faced woman wearing a white bib apron stood looking down at them.




  ‘Come away in.’ She smiled and held the door wider open.




  It seemed they were expected, yet Hannah still hesitated. ‘Is this the mill?’




  ‘Lord bless you, no. This is Rushwater Farm. The mill’s further on . . .’ She jerked her thumb over her shoulder. ‘Along this road.’ Her smile broadened so that her

  round cheeks almost made her eyes close. ‘I guessed that’s where you’re heading. I’m used to youngsters coming to my door. Eh, dear me—’ She shook her head and

  her smile faded. ‘If I’d a pound for every child who’s knocked at my door to be fed, I’d be a wealthy woman.’




  ‘Oh, we . . . we only wanted to ask the way. We weren’t sure, you see, which road—’ Hannah began.




  ‘Come along in, all of you,’ the woman stood back and beckoned. A mouth-watering smell wafted from her kitchen and the two boys, forgetting their promise to Hannah, pushed

  forward.




  Drawn by her own hunger and encouraged by the woman’s kindly, beaming face, Hannah stepped over the threshold. Jane, still clutching Hannah’s hand, followed.




  ‘Sit down, sit down. You’ve had a long journey, I’ll be bound, sitting in Bert Oldfield’s draughty cart.’




  The four children gaped at her. ‘How . . . how did you know . . .?’ Hannah began, but the woman chuckled. ‘You’re from Macclesfield workhouse, aren’t you?

  You’ve come on the carrier’s cart to Buxton and then Bert’s brought you to the top of the hill. But the wily old bird won’t bring you all the way down in case his scrawny

  horse can’t get back up again. Am I right?’




  The children glanced at each other and then smiled.




  ‘How d’you know all that?’ Luke asked.




  ‘Because it happens every year, that’s why. When Mr Critchlow wants more children to work in his mill, he sends word to the master of the workhouse and along you all come. Bin

  happening for years.’




  ‘Why . . . why does he need so many?’ Hannah asked. A sudden shiver ran through her. She wasn’t sure she should have asked the question. She might not like the answer.




  ‘Ah well, now,’ the woman turned away, busying herself over a huge pan of stew sitting on the hob of the kitchen range, ‘I wouldn’t know about that.’




  Hannah stared at her stooping back. She had the feeling that the woman knew only too well, but didn’t want to tell them. She sighed, but as a plate of stew and dumplings was set before

  her, she forgot about her worries and concentrated on filling her empty belly.




  The farmer’s wife sat down opposite. She let them eat their fill before she asked, ‘Now, tell me your names. Mine’s Mrs Grundy.’




  ‘This is Jane Pickering and these two are twins.’




  Mrs Grundy nodded. ‘Aye, I can see that. Like as two peas in a pod, aren’t you?’




  ‘Luke and Daniel Hammond and I’m Hannah. Hannah Francis.’




  The woman smiled at them and nodded, ‘I’m pleased to meet you all. And don’t forget, if you want to visit me any time – any time at all – there’ll always be a

  welcome for you at Rushwater Farm. You’ll not meet my husband today. He’s busy with the evening milking now, but he’ll be pleased to see you an’ all. He loves children

  too.’




  Hannah rose from her chair. ‘You’ve been very kind, Mrs Grundy,’ she said politely, ‘and we’d love to stay longer, but perhaps we’d best be going. Could you

  please tell us which road we should take to the mill?’




  ‘’Course I can,’ the woman said, heaving herself up from her chair and leading them to the back door. She walked out of the yard to the road and then pointed. ‘Take the

  road on the left here and just keep on. You’ll soon see it. Mind you,’ she went on, ‘you’d be best to go straight to the apprentice house. Go up the steep slope at the side

  of the mill to the row of houses directly behind it. It’s the third building along. A white house. Ask for Mr or Mrs Bramwell. They’re the superintendents. Now, off you go.

  They’ll be expecting you and it’ll be dark soon.’




  She stood watching the children walk along the lane until they were out of sight.




  ‘God be with you, my dears,’ she murmured, thankful that the youngsters couldn’t see the tears in her eyes.




  



  




  Four




  ‘Is . . . is that it? Is that the mill?’ Luke’s voice was suddenly scared. ‘It’s awfully big, isn’t it?’




  The four children stood in the pillared gateway and looked at the place where they’d come to live and work. There were three huge buildings. The biggest was rectangular and set with its

  back against a steep hill, its rows of numerous small-paned windows facing down the dale. Set at right angles to that was another oblong shape, and the third, a square building, stood at the end of

  the second one.




  ‘Look at those houses built on the hill behind it,’ Luke murmured. ‘You’d think they’d fall off, wouldn’t you?’




  ‘I can hear water,’ Daniel murmured.




  Luke turned suddenly and darted across the road. ‘There’s a big pond here and a stream that goes under the road.’ He re-crossed the lane. ‘And it comes out here. Then it

  goes in front of the mill.’ He pointed to the bubbling brook. ‘And joins the river over there. On the far side of the mill. See?’




  They were all silent, staring about them. Jane, white-faced, cowered behind Hannah.




  ‘Come on,’ Hannah said briskly at last. ‘We’d better go and find this Mrs Bramwell.’ She smiled down at the younger girl and gave her cold hand a comforting

  squeeze. Jane dragged her feet, and glanced apprehensively over her shoulder. ‘I don’t like it,’ she whispered. ‘It’s so big. I want to go home. I want to go back to

  the workhouse.’




  ‘We can’t,’ Hannah said. ‘There’s no one to take us back. Besides, we’ve been sent here. At least let’s give it a try. It might be better than the

  workhouse.’




  ‘Anything’s got to be better—’ Luke began.




  ‘Than the workhouse,’ Daniel finished.




  They climbed the steep hill to the first row of houses perched just above the mill.




  ‘This end one looks like a school,’ Luke said excitedly. He grasped hold of the high window ledge and hauled himself up to peer in the window. ‘There’s boys and girls

  sitting at desks.’




  ‘At this time of night?’ Hannah stood on tiptoe, trying to see in, but she was too low down, and she had no intention of scrambling up the side of the rough wall and tearing her

  clean dress.




  ‘It’ll be after they’ve worked at the mill,’ Luke said. ‘There’s a boy asleep at his desk. Oh!’




  Suddenly, he let himself drop to the ground.




  ‘What? What is it?’




  Luke was laughing. ‘The master saw him sleeping and cracked his cane on the desk. The lad didn’t half jump. He thought he’d been shot.’




  ‘Do you think we’ll go to school?’ Jane asked quietly.




  ‘I don’t know,’ Hannah said. ‘Maybe for a few hours a week.’ She sighed. ‘But what I do know is – we’ve been sent here to work.’




  They moved on, dragging their feet now that they had seen the other children. Suddenly, however strict school life might be under a cane-wielding teacher, they yearned to join those children

  instead of entering a new and frightening world. At least a classroom – even a different classroom with strange children – was a familiar world to them. There had been a schoolroom at

  the workhouse with a master for the boys and a school-marm for the girls. Of the four of them, only Jane couldn’t read or write. She’d been a sickly child, and her schooling, even in

  the workhouse, had been spasmodic.




  They knocked on the door of the white house, next door but one to the school, and waited. A girl, not much older than they were, opened it.




  ‘Come in, the missis is waiting for you.’




  They trooped after her, through the large kitchen and a hallway, and were shown into a small, stuffy room where a woman was sitting at a desk going through some papers.




  The girl bobbed a curtsy. ‘The new ones have arrived, Mrs Bramwell.’




  ‘Thank you, Mary.’




  The girl left the room, closing the door quietly behind her, leaving the four new arrivals standing nervously just inside the door. The woman didn’t even look up but continued to write

  notes at the edge of one of the sheets of paper. They waited for what seemed an age, until Jane tugged at Hannah’s hand and whispered urgently, ‘I need the privy, Hannah. I need it

  now.’




  ‘Hush,’ Hannah whispered. ‘You’ll have to wait.’




  ‘I can’t.’ Jane’s voice rose in a wail. ‘I’ll do it. Oh – oh, I am . . .’




  The woman looked up. ‘Take her out this minute. It’s out the back.’




  Hannah pulled open the door, dragging Jane with her. She rushed back the way they had come, startling the young girl, Mary, as they hurried through the kitchen. Hannah paused briefly.

  ‘Where is it? Where’s the privy?’




  Mary pointed. ‘Out the door and down the path to the left. It’s the—’




  Hannah waited to hear no more but hustled the unfortunate Jane out of the door and along the path. ‘There it is. Hurry up.’




  Moments later, Jane emerged from the wooden hut. She was calmer now, but tears ran down her cheeks. ‘I’m sorry, Hannah.’




  ‘Yes, well, you should’ve said you wanted to go before we went in.’




  Jane sniffed loudly. ‘Sorry.’




  Hannah took her hand and smiled down at her. The little girl was obviously weary from the journey and fearful of the strange place and people. They all were. ‘Come on, we’ll have to

  go back.’




  Mrs Bramwell was a tall, thin woman. In her early forties, she nevertheless looked old to the young children. She had a long, straight nose and grey eyes. Her mouth was small, with thin lips

  that rarely smiled. She was wearing a black dress with a white apron, and her hair was hidden beneath a white cotton bonnet tied beneath her chin, its white frill framing her face.




  When they entered the room once more, Hannah saw the telltale puddle on the polished wooden floor. Mrs Bramwell rose from her desk, and, standing before them with her hands folded in front of

  her, she scrutinized them slowly.




  ‘Well now, so you’re the four urchins Mr Goodbody’s chosen to send us this time.’ Her gaze rested upon Luke and Daniel and she sniffed. ‘Hmm. Boys, eh? And twins by

  the look of you. Mr Critchlow prefers girls. So much less trouble.’




  Luke dared to laugh out loud. ‘Her won’t be.’ He jerked his thumb towards Hannah. ‘Her’s as bad as any boy. Worse.’




  Mrs Bramwell’s glance swivelled to Hannah.




  ‘Well, we’ll see about that, young lady, won’t we?’




  Hannah bobbed a curtsy as she had seen this woman’s maid do. ‘I’ll be as good as gold here, ma’am. I promise.’




  Mrs Bramwell nodded. ‘You certainly will,’ she said firmly. Her words had an ominous ring. ‘Now,’ she went on briskly. ‘I expect you’re hungry after your

  journey.’ She paused and there was the briefest flicker of amusement as she added drily, ‘Or has the good Mrs Grundy been feeding you her stew and dumplings?’




  The four youngsters glanced at each other.




  Hannah’s honest gaze met the woman’s eyes. ‘Yes, ma’am. We stopped – just to ask the way – and she was very kind . . .’ Her voice trailed away. Had they

  done wrong? Were they all in trouble already?




  But the stern-faced woman was nodding. ‘It does you credit, girl, that you haven’t lied to me. For that, you’ll all still be given supper.’ She sniffed. ‘I doubt

  that skinflint Goodbody ever fed you properly. You’ll find Mr Critchlow – Mr Nathaniel Critchlow, that is – a fair man, a caring man, but in return he demands hard work and utter

  loyalty from all his employees, especially from his young apprentices.’




  The four youngsters stared at her, and then murmured in chorus, ‘Yes, ma’am.’




  ‘Very well then. Come along and I’ll show you where you’re to sleep.’




  As the four children began to troop out of the room, Mrs Bramwell pointed down at the floor. ‘You!’ She prodded Jane with a sharp finger. ‘When I’ve shown you the

  dormitory, you can fetch a bucket of water and a cloth from Mary and wash this floor.’




  ‘I’ll do it, ma’am,’ Hannah began. ‘Jane’s only little and she’s tired. She—’




  ‘Did I ask you to do it, girl?’




  ‘No, ma’am, but—’




  ‘Then you’ll oblige me by holding your tongue.’




  Jane began to cry, and Hannah faced the superintendent, her mouth a determined line. She was about to protest further, but she felt Luke tug on her arm and hiss, ‘Leave it,

  Hannah.’




  Mrs Bramwell led the way up the stairs, keys jangling from a chain around her waist. First she took them to the boys’ dormitory, where Luke and Daniel were shown the square wooden box-like

  bed, set on legs, with a straw palliasse and one blanket.




  ‘You sleep two to a bed. Clean clothes every Sunday and clean sheets once a month. You wear your best clothes for chapel service on Sunday morning, after which you come back here for your

  dinner. We haven’t got a chapel in the village, but a preacher comes to the schoolroom. In the afternoon, I teach the girls to sew, and the boys have more schooling. Unless, of course,

  there’s work to be done in the mill, cleaning machinery and such, that can only be done on a Sunday.’




  Hannah was scandalized. ‘Don’t we get any free time?’




  ‘The devil finds work for idle hands. That’s Mr Critchlow’s motto. We live by it.’ A note of bitterness crept into the woman’s tone as she added, ‘We all do.

  Now, you girls follow me.’




  She led the way to a door, unlocked it, ushered the girls through it and then re-locked it.




  ‘Boys and girls are separated.’




  ‘Nothing new there, then,’ Hannah muttered.




  ‘What?’ Mrs Bramwell snapped.




  ‘Nothing, ma’am,’ Hannah said brightly.




  ‘Hm!’ Mrs Bramwell frowned doubtfully. She was going to have to watch this one, she was thinking. A mite too much to say for herself had Hannah Francis.




  ‘Here we are – this is your dormitory.’ They entered a long room containing beds, just like the boys’ room, but there were even more here. On each side of the long room

  was a row of ten truckle beds, set side by side, with scarcely an inch of space between them. There was even a row of five beds set end to end in the centre of the room. Twenty-five beds, Hannah

  counted. There was only one girl there, sitting on a bed at the far end of the room. She looked up apprehensively, and when she saw Mrs Bramwell she bit her lip.




  ‘What are you doing here, Hudson?’




  The girl ran her tongue nervously around her lips. ‘I didn’t feel well, ma’am. Mr – Mr Edmund said I could come home early.’




  Colour suffused Mrs Bramwell’s neck and crept up into her face. ‘I – see,’ she said tightly. She hesitated for a moment, then she moved towards the girl, leaving Hannah

  and Jane standing near the door.




  Mrs Bramwell spoke to her in tones so low that Hannah couldn’t hear what was said. Then she saw the girl shake her head, her eyes lowered.




  ‘Very well, then,’ Mrs Bramwell said on a sigh as she came back to Hannah and Jane. ‘Hudson will tell you anything you need to know.’ Drily, she added, ‘Since

  she’s here, she can make herself useful.’ She walked towards the door leading to the stairs, turning back only to point at Jane. ‘And don’t forget to mop my

  floor.’




  Jane gave a tearful hiccup.




  When the superintendent had left the room, Hudson came bouncing towards them, her hazel eyes sparkling, her wide mouth smiling a welcome. Her hair, a mousy colour, was none the less curly and

  shining with cleanliness. She was a pretty girl, Hannah decided, and probably two or three years older than they were, for already she had a womanly body that was still evident beneath the long

  skirt and shapeless white cotton smock. But she didn’t look ill, Hannah thought fleetingly, and couldn’t resist saying, ‘Are you feeling better?’




  The girl threw back her head and laughed aloud. ‘I wasn’t ill. Mr Edmund sent for me and then let me leave work early.’




  Hannah was curious. ‘Why did he do that?’




  Hudson stared at her for a moment and then grinned. ‘You ask too many questions for a young ’un. Don’t worry, he’ll not bother with you. Not for a few years, anyway. Mind

  you,’ the girl murmured thoughtfully, ‘you’re just the type Mr Edmund likes. You’ll be a beauty one day, an’ no mistake. Then you’ll have to watch out. Know what

  I mean?’




  Twelve-year-old Hannah wasn’t sure that she did. So far, her mother and grandmother had sheltered her, protected her. With the strict segregation of the sexes in the workhouse, the longest

  time she’d ever spent in the company of boys had been on the journey here with Luke and Daniel. But, not wishing to appear ignorant, she smiled and nodded.




  Briskly, Hudson changed the subject. ‘You can sleep over here,’ she went on, leading them to a bed next to hers. ‘You have to share. We all do.’ She paused and eyed them

  up and down.




  Nettled by the girl’s scrutiny, Hannah lifted her chin. ‘Will we do, then?’




  For a moment the girl looked startled. She put her head on one side and said offhandedly, ‘Yeah. You look all right.’ Then suddenly she grinned, and to Hannah’s surprise flung

  her arms around each of them in turn. ‘’Course you’ll do. We all get on well together.’ She pulled a wry face. ‘Most of the time, anyway. Case of having to, really,

  when we’re living and working so close. Still, we’re pretty well treated here – if we behave ourselves,’ she added with a note of caution. ‘What’s your names?

  Mine’s Nell. Nell Hudson. Put your things over there and we’d best go down for supper. The others’ll be coming from school in a minute.’




  Hannah introduced them both and then added, ‘Jane’s had a bit of an accident. Where can she rinse her underclothes out?’




  Nell pulled a face. ‘She can’t. She’ll have wear them until we get our clean clothes on Sunday.’ She smiled down at the little girl. ‘Don’t worry.

  They’ll soon dry. Come on, let’s get down to supper. I’m starving. Mind you, I’m always starving.’




  Jane tugged at Hannah’s arm and whispered, ‘What about her floor?’




  ‘Yes, yes, we’ll see Mary when we get downstairs.’




  ‘You’ll come with me, won’t you, Hannah?’ the little girl begged.




  Hannah sighed. It would likely get her into trouble, but she said, ‘Yes, ’course I will.’




  When Jane knocked timidly on the door of Mrs Bramwell’s room, with Hannah close on her heels carrying a bucket and floor cloth, there was no answer.




  ‘Go on,’ Hannah whispered. ‘Open it. Maybe she’s not there.’




  The girl opened the door and peeped inside. ‘No, she isn’t.’




  ‘Come on, quick then. Let’s do it before she comes back.’




  Jane opened the door wider and they crept into the room. Hannah dropped to her knees and began to mop the floor, wringing out the cloth in the bucket of hot water.




  ‘Do hurry,’ Jane urged, hopping from one foot to the other. ‘She might come back in a minute.’




  ‘There, that’s all done,’ Hannah said, throwing the cloth into the bucket. ‘Come on, let’s—’




  She was in the act of scrambling up when the door opened, and Hannah saw a pair of feet – surprisingly dainty feet in button boots – then the hem of a long black skirt. Up and up to

  the trim waist and gently rounded bosom. Then she was looking into Mrs Bramwell’s severe face.




  ‘So – you disobeyed me.’ Ethel Bramwell sighed. She and her husband were strict in their running of the apprentice house – they had to be – but they always tried to

  be just and fair. She didn’t want to punish this new girl so soon. She liked to give all the youngsters time to settle in, time to learn the rules. But this girl had deliberately flouted her

  direct instruction, and couldn’t be allowed to get away with it. If Ethel Bramwell or her husband Arthur relaxed their authority even for a moment, these unruly little tykes would take

  advantage, and mayhem would result.




  ‘You, child,’ she pointed at Jane. ‘Take that bucket back to Mary and get your supper.’




  Jane picked up the bucket and scuttled out of the room. As Hannah made to follow her, the superintendent put a heavy hand on her shoulder. ‘Not you. You and I, girl, need to have a little

  chat.’




  She shut the door and propelled Hannah to stand in the centre of the room. Then she sat down on a couch, spread her skirt, folded her hands in her lap and looked up at the girl.




  ‘What am I to do with you, miss?’




  Hannah smiled, her blue eyes sparkling with mischief. ‘Well, if I was still at the workhouse, I’d be given no supper.’




  Mrs Bramwell fought to keep a straight face. ‘Full of Mrs Grundy’s excellent stew, that would be no hardship, would it?’




  Hannah wrinkled her brow, giving the matter serious thought. ‘No, I don’t suppose it would. In that case, then, I’d be sent to the punishment room. D’you have one

  here?’




  ‘Indeed we do, miss. So, is that where you think I should send you?’




  Hannah gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘I suppose so, ma’am.’




  ‘Then you’ll spend the next hour in the punishment room whilst everyone else has their supper. It’ll give you a taste of what to expect in the future, should you choose to

  disobey me again.’




  ‘Yes, ma’am,’ Hannah said meekly.




  Mrs Bramwell rose from the couch, her keys jangling. For a moment she stood looking down at the girl. ‘Why did you do it, Francis?’




  As in the workhouse, Hannah realized that they would all be addressed by their surname. But, just as she always had, she refused to refer to her friends in such a way.




  ‘Jane’s ten, ma’am, but she’s small for her age an’ very shy and frightened. I was just trying to look after ’er. She’s got no mother or

  father.’




  ‘So, why does that make her different? You’re all orphans.’




  Hannah shook her head. ‘I’m not. I’ve got a mother. She—’




  Mrs Bramwell’s mouth dropped open. ‘You – you’ve got a mother?’ Hannah blinked. The superintendent made it sound as if it were another crime. ‘But – but

  you’re all supposed to be orphans. From the workhouse. Paupers.’




  Hannah smiled. ‘Oh, we’re from the workhouse, and we’re certainly paupers. But my mam’s still there.’




  ‘Is she indeed?’ Mrs Bramwell murmured.




  ‘Yes, ma’am, and . . .’ Hannah took the plunge. ‘And I was wondering if there was any work here for her. She’s worked in a silk mill, but I’m

  sure—’




  Hannah got no further. Mrs Bramwell shook her head vehemently. ‘Oh no. We can’t have any relatives of the apprentices here. It’d lead to all kinds of trouble. Oh no, it’s

  out of the question, and if you take my advice, you’ll keep it very quiet that you’ve got a mother. Mr Edmund wouldn’t like that at all. Goodbody’s only supposed to send

  orphans.’




  ‘Why?’ Hannah asked candidly.




  Ethel gasped. ‘You’ve got some cheek, girl. You’d better learn to watch your tongue, else you’ll find yourself spending more time in the punishment room than out of

  it.’




  ‘But why should he only send orphans?’ Hannah persisted.




  Mrs Bramwell gripped her arm. ‘Never you mind that, girl. Just learn to do as you’re told and not ask so many questions.’




  The superintendent marched the girl up the stairs to a little room at the end of the attic storeroom. She opened the door with a key on her bunch and thrust Hannah inside. ‘We’ll see

  if an hour or so in there’ll teach you a lesson.’




  The door slammed, the key turned in the lock, and Hannah was alone. The whitewashed room was completely bare except for a rough blanket thrown in one corner on the cold, bare floor. Hannah went

  to the window and looked out. Night had fallen in the dale. There was no pauper’s gold illuminating the hillside now and sparkling on the river. The blackness was complete.




  She pressed her forehead against the cold pane and began to sing softly. ‘Abide with me; fast falls the eventide . . .’




  About to turn away, Ethel Bramwell paused in astonishment and stood still. ‘Bless me,’ she murmured. ‘The child is singing.’




  Never, in all her born days, as she would tell her husband later, had she ever heard any child sing when locked in the punishment room. Cry, scream, rage, bang on the door to be let out, but

  never, ever, had she heard them sing!




  



  




  Five




  Hannah was let out in time to go straight to bed. When she entered the dormitory, Jane ran straight to her, arms stretched wide, tears running down her face. ‘Oh, Hannah,

  I’m so sorry, it was all my fault.’




  Hannah hugged the girl. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, kissing the top of Jane’s head and stroking her long brown hair, now released from its plait for the

  night. ‘It’s not as bad in there as the room at the workhouse. At least there’s a window. I ’spect it’s quite a nice view in the daytime.’




  ‘But aren’t you hungry?’ Jane’s mouth still trembled. ‘You missed supper.’




  Hannah laughed and rubbed her stomach. ‘What, with all that stew Mrs Grundy gave us? No, I’m fine. Now, let’s get you into bed. Dry your tears and we’ll snuggle down

  together.’




  As they began to undress down to their shifts, some of the other girls clustered around them, staring at the newcomers. Nell shouldered her way through and began the introductions, reeling off

  names so fast that after a moment Hannah laughed. ‘Oh, stop, stop. I’ll never remember.’




  ‘You’ll get to know us all soon.’ Nell laughed good-naturedly. ‘You’ll be sick of the sight of us all in a bit ’cos we never get away from each

  other.’




  Again Hannah nodded, but silently she was thinking, Well, I will. I’ll get out of here sometimes. Walk down the lane to see that nice Mrs Grundy. Climb the hills and . . .




  ‘Come on, we’d best get into bed,’ Nell shooed the others away. ‘She’ll be up in a minute.’




  The ‘she’ was Mrs Bramwell, who walked through both the girls’ and the boys’ dormitories to make sure they were all in bed, to make sure they were all still there.




  The only segregation between the boys and the girls in the apprentice house was in the sleeping arrangements. Everywhere else they mingled freely. It was still dark when the

  door of the dormitory was flung open and a tall, broad-shouldered man with a stick walked between the beds, banging the end of each one to wake them.




  ‘Time to get up.’




  Dragging themselves out of bed and shivering in the cold, the girls dressed hurriedly.




  ‘Quick as you can,’ Nell whispered, ‘else you’ll not get a turn in the privy before we have to leave for the mill.’




  ‘What about breakfast?’ Hannah asked.




  ‘They bring it to the mill at eight o’clock. We can’t stop working, you just have to snatch it when you can.’




  Summoned by the bell in the tower on the roof of the main building, they hurried down the steep hill towards the mill, following the clatter of the other children’s clogs.




  Hannah greeted Luke and Daniel. ‘You all right? Sleep all right?’




  ‘Not really,’ Luke yawned. ‘There was a boy in the next bed to us. Joe, I think his name is. Well, he—’




  ‘Snored,’ Daniel added.




  ‘How about you?’ Luke asked.




  ‘Slept like a log. We were both tired.’




  Luke grinned. ‘Is it true you were sent to the punishment room last night?’




  Hannah laughed wryly. ‘Yeah. Made a good start, didn’t I?’




  ‘Whatever did you do? You’ve only been here five minutes. I’d’ve thought even you could’ve kept your nose clean for that long.’




  Hannah pulled a face and murmured, ‘I’ll tell you sometime.’ With her eyes, she gestured towards Jane running alongside her.




  Luke glanced from one to the other. ‘Ah, right.’




  Jane said nothing. She was still clinging to Hannah’s hand as if she would never let it go.




  ‘Don’t we get breakfast before we start work?’ Daniel grumbled as they passed through the gate into the mill yard.




  Hannah repeated what Nell had told them, and Luke murmured, ‘You know, I reckon this could be worse than the workhouse.’




  For once, Hannah said nothing. She had a feeling that he could well be right.




  A man was standing by the door into the nearest building. At the sight of him, the children behind them began to run forward, passing the four newcomers until they were left at the back, the

  last to arrive before him. He was more smartly dressed than the workmen hurrying into the mill from all directions. He wore black trousers, a waistcoat and jacket, with a crisp, white shirt and red

  necktie. Whereas all the workmen wore caps, this man wore a black top hat.




  ‘Ah, you’re the new ones. How do?’ As he stroked his drooping moustache and long sideburns, Hannah noticed that the third and fourth fingers on his left hand were missing. His

  voice was gruff and his face pockmarked, but she thought his brown eyes were kindly.




  The four youngsters stared up at him wordlessly, until Hannah shook herself, cleared her throat, and said politely, ‘Good morning, Mr Critchlow.’




  The man stared a moment and then threw back his head. His laughter echoed through the morning mist shrouding the hilltops. ‘Lord bless you, I’m not Mr Critchlow. I’m his

  overlooker, Ernest Scarsfield. I work for him just the same as you’re going to.’




  Hannah’s gaze travelled upwards to marvel at the grand hat he was wearing.




  Reading her thoughts, he laughed again. ‘Ah, now you’re admiring my top hat, aren’t you?’ Hannah grinned and nodded. The man’s eyes twinkled and he bent forward,

  resting his hands on his knees. ‘Well, you see, that’s my sign of authority in this place. When folks see my top hat coming, they know they’ve to be working hard.’ He winked

  and chuckled. ‘But I’m sure I’m not going to have any trouble from you four, now am I?’




  They smiled a little uncertainly as Mr Scarsfield scrutinized them. Dear me, he was thinking as his glance rested upon Jane, they’re sending them younger and younger.

  This little one looks no more than eight years old. ‘From the workhouse, are you?’




  ‘Yes, sir,’ Hannah answered, once again taking the lead.




  ‘You needn’t call me “sir”, lass. You call Mr Critchlow “sir”.’ He sniffed, ‘And Mr Edmund too, I suppose. But you call me “Mr

  Scarsfield”. Now, follow me and I’ll take you to Mr Critchlow’s office. You have to sign a paper first and then we’ll see what jobs we can set you to do.’




  They followed him across the yard and in through a door at the end of the main building, up spiral stone steps to the first floor.




  At another door, Ernest Scarsfield paused and turned to say, ‘This first room is what we call the counting house. It’s where Mr Roper sits to do all the bookwork. Beyond that is the

  master’s office. Mr Nathaniel Critchlow is the owner of the mill, but his son, Mr Edmund, is in the business too now. He’s the manager of the mill, really.’ He leaned a little

  closer and lowered his voice, as if imparting a confidence. ‘The old man still likes to keep his hand in, but it’s really Mr Edmund who runs the place.’ Ernest straightened up and

  winked. ‘With me to help him, of course.’




  The children smiled dutifully, yet they were all feeling apprehensive, not knowing what to expect. Even Hannah felt her knees trembling.




  Ernest knocked on the door, and, hearing a murmur from within, opened it, standing aside to usher the children ahead of him. Finding herself once more in the lead, Hannah took a deep breath and

  stepped into the room. Jane, though still clinging to her hand, managed to hide behind Hannah. The two boys followed, with Mr Scarsfield bringing up the rear and closing the door behind him.




  A man – thin, sour-faced and already balding though only in his thirties – was perched on a stool at a high desk, hunched over it, and writing in a thick, leather-bound ledger. He

  was dressed in sombre black from head to foot, the only relief being his stiffly starched white collar and blue silk cravat.




  ‘Morning, Roper,’ Mr Scarsfield said cheerfully, but he didn’t pause in moving the children on towards a door halfway down the left-hand side of the room.




  The man at the desk glanced at the children with grey, lifeless eyes over the top of his small, steel-framed spectacles. His only reply to Ernest Scarsfield’s greeting was a disapproving

  sniff.




  Mr Scarsfield opened the door to the inner office and stepped in first this time.




  ‘Good morning, sir,’ he greeted the man sitting behind the desk in the centre of the room. This time, Hannah noticed, his tone was far more deferential.




  ‘Morning, Scarsfield.’ His glance rested on the four youngsters. ‘Well, well, and who have we here?’




  The portly man, with a red face, thinning grey hair and long bushy side-whiskers, spread his podgy hands on the desk in front of him. He was dressed in a black frock coat, dark grey trousers and

  a light grey waist- coat, with a black stock knotted beneath a white, stand-up collar. Hannah had never seen anyone dressed so grandly in all her life.




  ‘Mr Goodbody’s latest arrivals, sir,’ Ernest Scarsfield said. ‘Now, tell Mr Critchlow your names. You first, lass.’ He tapped Hannah’s shoulder.




  The children spoke in turn. Jane’s voice was scarcely audible and Daniel mumbled, but Hannah and Luke spoke up fearlessly.




  ‘Have they brought everything they should have?’ Mr Critchlow glanced towards his overlooker.




  ‘I’m sorry, sir. I haven’t checked with Mrs Bramwell. They only arrived late last night.’




  Mr Critchlow looked impatient. He turned back to Hannah. ‘You’ve been given some clothes?’




  She nodded.




  ‘And two guineas?’




  Reluctantly, Hannah nodded.




  ‘Have you got it with you?’




  The four youngsters glanced at each other and then nodded. All of them had had the sense to carry it, fearing that if they left it in the apprentice house, it might disappear. They’d no

  way of knowing at this moment just how honest their fellow apprentices were. If their life in the workhouse was anything to go by, then they should trust no one.




  ‘It’s to be handed to my clerk, Mr Roper, as you go out.’




  ‘But it’s ours,’ Hannah burst out.




  Mr Critchlow frowned. ‘It’s to pay for any fines you might incur.’




  ‘Fines? What – what fines?’




  ‘We call them stoppages. We fine you for bad behaviour, lateness or poor work.’ He frowned at them over his bushy eyebrows. ‘And of course, the more serious the crime, the more

  you will have to pay. Mr Roper keeps a ledger. Now,’ Mr Critchlow went on briskly. ‘We’ve a paper for you to sign. Has it been explained to you what this paper is?’




  Four heads shook in unison.




  Nathaniel Critchlow reached into a drawer in his desk, and brought out eight sheets of paper covered in small, neat writing. He cleared his throat. ‘This is what we call an indenture.

  It’s a legal piece of paper. We each have a copy and we each have to sign both copies.’ He pointed a finger towards them and then at himself. ‘You and me. You’ – his

  finger pointed again at the children – ‘are promising to bind yourself to me and my heirs for a fixed term of years – usually that’s until you reach the age of eighteen.

  You’re promising me that you will be a good and faithful apprentice, that you will not leave or absent yourself from your place of work without my consent. You will not steal, damage or

  destroy anything that is my property. You will obey all the rules and behave at all times in a manner befitting your station as an apprentice. And providing that you keep your side of the

  agreement, in return, I’ – his finger now turned towards himself – ‘and my heirs promise to employ you for that number of years in a suitable occupation and teach you all

  you need to know. Now,’ he smiled down at them. ‘Is that all clear?’




  ‘Please, sir,’ Hannah asked. ‘What wages do we receive?’




  ‘Wages?’ Mr Critchlow frowned. ‘We don’t pay wages to apprentices.’




  ‘Then – then how are we to live?’




  His face cleared. ‘Oh, I see. Didn’t I say? We provide you with accommodation and all your food – and clothes.’ The last item was added as if this were a great

  benevolence.




  Ernest Scarsfield leaned forward. ‘You can earn a bit doing overtime. You’ll be paid for that.’




  ‘A-hem, oh yes, of course. But it’ll be a while before they’re useful enough to do that, Scarsfield. Don’t mislead them.’




  ‘No, sir, of course not,’ Ernest said dutifully, but out of sight of his employer, Hannah felt him squeeze her elbow and understood that, as soon as he could, he would likely put

  some work their way so that they could earn a few coppers.




  But Mr Critchlow’s next words dampened even that hope. ‘And don’t forget the stoppages ledger, Scarsfield. Make sure they understand that anything they break or do wrong will

  have to be paid for.’




  ‘Sounds as if we’ll end up paying to work here,’ Hannah muttered. She felt a sharp dig in the ribs from Luke and another squeeze on her elbow from Mr Scarsfield. This time it

  was a warning.




  ‘What? What did you say, girl?’ Mr Critchlow demanded.




  ‘Nothing, sir,’ she replied, but she was thinking quickly, debating whether to sign the paper that would bind her here for six long years. She thought of her mother, who had begged

  her to behave, to work hard and learn a skill. ‘It’s a great chance for you, Hannah,’ Rebecca had said in her gentle voice. ‘Take it.’ And it was a chance too, the

  young girl reminded herself, to find employment for her mother. Then they could be reunited.




  Hannah smiled brightly and stepped forward.




  ‘Where do you want me to sign, sir?’




  A few moments later, when they’d each laboriously scratched their names (or, in the case of Jane, made her mark – an untidy, squiggly cross), they watched whilst Mr Critchlow filled

  in their names in the appropriate blank spaces in the document. At the bottom of the paper he added the date, his signature and a big, red seal of wax.




  ‘There, that’s all done, and now Mr Scarsfield will show you around the mill and then what work he would like you to do.’ He looked up at his overlooker. ‘Come back here

  later, Scarsfield. We’ve matters to discuss.’




  ‘Yes, sir,’ Ernest Scarsfield nodded as he led the children out of the room, Hannah once more bobbing a polite curtsy and bestowing her most beaming smile on the man whom she was now

  bound to serve for the next six years.




  



  




  Six




  ‘Now,’ Mr Scarsfield said, smiling down at them as they clattered back down the stone steps and into the yard once more. ‘We’d better find you all a job

  to do.’ He looked them over, assessing them. ‘We usually start the apprentices off just sweeping up and keeping the place tidy. After a while, we’ll try you on other jobs

  so’s you work your way up, see?’




  Four heads nodded.




  ‘You three’ – he pointed to the twins and Jane – ‘are small enough to crawl under the machines to sweep the fluff up, but you . . .’ Now he pointed at Hannah.

  ‘You’re a bit tall for that. I don’t want any accidents.’ He frowned. ‘The mill is a dangerous place, ’specially for you youngsters and ’specially’

  – he laid emphasis on the word – ‘when you’re crawling about under the machines. Watch your heads and your backs and you, Pickering, mind your hair is plaited and covered by

  your bonnet.’




  ‘What about me?’ Hannah asked. ‘What am I to do?’




  ‘I think I’ll try you scutching.’ Hannah blinked. ‘Whatever’s that?’




  Ernest laughed and his brown eyes twinkled. ‘It’s part of the preparation of the raw cotton. Come on, let’s set these three to work and then I’ll take you and show

  you.’




  He led the children into the mill. Now the noise of machinery was much louder, and the newcomers were tempted to put their hands over their ears to block out the din.




  ‘You’ll get used to it,’ Ernest mouthed at them. ‘And you’ll soon learn to lip read an’ all. It’s the only way you can hold any sort of conversation in

  here. Mind you, don’t let me catch you chatting, though.’




  ‘Fat chance,’ Luke muttered, though above the noise, the overlooker didn’t hear him.




  Ernest led them into a long room where dozens of machines were working. The noise was now deafening, but the workers standing before the machines didn’t seem to mind. Ernest was pointing

  at a small girl darting between the machines and then crawling beneath them to sweep the dust and fluff collecting under each one. The newcomers stood watching for a moment and then the two boys

  picked up a brush and emulated the girl.




  Jane clung to Hannah, whimpering. ‘I can’t do that. I’m frightened.’




  The overlooker put his hand on the young girl’s shoulder, but she cringed away from him, burying her face against Hannah.




  ‘Don’t be frightened of me, young ’un. I’ll not ’urt yer.’ He bent closer so that she could hear what he said. ‘Look, just today, you can sweep the

  floors all round the machines, but mind you don’t get in the way of the operators. They’ll likely box yer ears if yer do.’




  Jane trembled and tears ran down her face.




  ‘Come on,’ Hannah coaxed. ‘You know we’ve got to work. We signed that paper and Mr Scarsfield’s trying to find you something easy to do to start off.’




  Jane sniffled and nodded. She took hold of the broom that Ernest held out to her.




  ‘I’ll just have a word with one of the women. Ask her to keep an eye on the little one.’




  He glanced beneath the machinery before adding, ‘The lads look to be doing fine.’




  After a few brief words with the woman at the nearest machine, Ernest nodded to Jane, who began to sweep the floor with tentative strokes. The overlooker cast his eyes to the ceiling as if in

  despair, but then smiled as he and Hannah left the room.
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