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Reader, whether young or old. Think it not too soon or too late to turn over the leaves of thy past life. And be sure to fold down where any passage of it may affect thee . . .

William Penn

The preface to Some Fruits of Solitude, 1718




AUTHOR’S NOTE

Anyone who knows Quaker history will be surprised that I have not used thee and thou as was common among Friends at that time.

For the purposes of clarity I have chosen to replace and reduce what would be their everyday parlance with the universal you except where its usage makes a significant point.


GOOD HOPE TOWNSHIP, PENNSYLVANIA

2014

He thought at first it was a trick of the light. It was far too early to be on site but sleep didn’t come easy these past months since his retirement, so leaving his truck down the street to get some fresh air, Sam Storer made his way to the old chapel. That’s when he saw the shadowy outline of someone in a long cloak which firmed up into a woman in one of those Amish bonnets, standing staring at the chapel walls, hugging a book or ledger close to her chest.

He called out, thinking she might be one of the volunteers from the Heritage Centre who liked dressing up in colonial costume, come to inspect the renovations to one of the oldest buildings in the township. He blinked again and she vanished.

What the hell was that? His instinct was to turn tail and head back down. He could feel the hairs on his neck rising, his heart thudding. Had he dreamed her up? What was it about this old place that drew her to be standing as if on guard? It was a face neither old nor young, just weary, with such burning eyes. Had he witnessed some strange slip of time into another era?

One thing was for certain: he’d tell no one, or there would be ghostbusters and cranks and it might slow up the job in hand. There had been enough debate about these renovations already. No one wanted the old place compromised. This Meeting House was not the original, but it was at least three hundred years old. The records were accurate enough and an extension was needed to accommodate their growing community. The team of willing volunteers was under his supervision, him being a bit of an expert on early colonial architecture. Each stone would be numbered and removed and then replaced carefully so as to keep the building authentic. It was going to be a tedious labour of love.

Sam smiled, thinking if only these walls could talk: all those years of meetings in silence, Quarterly and Preparatory gatherings, tearful confessions, joyful weddings and sad farewells.

It was later in the morning that a discovery was made that would change the whole nature of their alterations.

‘Boss! Come and look at this,’ called Dean, a volunteer, pointing at something in his hand that was wrapped in what looked like oilskin. ‘It was hidden in the wall, tucked into these stones.’

Everyone gathered around to examine the outer surface covered in grit. Sam knew it was old and lifted it gently onto the bench. There was a leather thong around the cloth but one touch and it broke as he unwrapped the parcel, revealing a leather-bound book, foxed with age. His fingers trembled in case it fell to pieces in his hands.

‘This will have to be preserved,’ he said.

‘Aren’t we going to see what’s inside?’

‘No, better let some expert deal with it. It’s as old as the building, I reckon.’

‘How can you know that?’

Sam shrugged. ‘Whoever it was wanted it to be kept for the future. Why take so much trouble to keep it safe within the wall?’

‘It could be a treasure map or a time capsule,’ Dean offered.

‘Not in a Quaker church. They didn’t go in for that sort of thing. It’s probably an account book. It must go to the museum.’

‘Suppose so.’ Dean turned back to the task in hand. ‘I wonder who put it there?’

‘I wonder,’ Sam replied, feeling protective of their find. Now was not the time to confess he’d seen it once already that morning, clasped in the arms of a ghost in a bonnet and cloak.


YORKSHIRE

2014

The forwarded letter was intriguing. Rachel Moorside picked up the outer envelope, curious as to why the local museum had re-addressed this to her. Who did she know in Pennsylvania?


To whom it may concern:

From The Historical Society of Good Hope.

During recent renovations to the Good Hope Friends Meeting House, a document was discovered within the walls, quite well preserved and dating from 1724. It is signed by one ‘RT’ and the early part of this account takes place in the West Riding of Yorkshire around the village of Windebank.

It is a unique insight for us into early colonial settlements, but it could also be important in tracing the families who came here from England to escape persecution. We would very much value any further information you may have on the Moorsides of Scarperton and their Quaker connection. If there are members of this family still extant perhaps they would be kind enough to shed light upon this person in order to add to her story. I enclose a copy of the journal for your perusal.

We look forward to hearing from you.

Yours

Dr Samuel Storer



Rachel sat back, shaking her head. Who was this Moorside, and how could they be connected to her? It was a common enough surname. There were no Quakers in her family as far as she knew; they were C of E to the core. She wasn’t even sure where Windebank was; somewhere further up the dale.

There had been no time for delving into family history, being single with a business to run and having no immediate relatives with whom to share any finds. She was the end of the branch line but now, newly retired, she had to admit she was curious to know if this was indeed an ancestor.

Her parents were dead and her father’s cousin was somewhere near York. They’d never been a close bunch, preferring to send cards at Christmas and turn up at funerals. But there was nothing like a bit of intriguing mystery to brighten up a dull Yorkshire day. She opened up the package and began to read.



An account of my journey from Yorkshire to the province of Pennsylvania.

These be my true words.

RMT

In the year of our Lord 1725.




1

I like to think that my journey into this world began at first light in the fifth month of the year of our Lord 1666. From sea to moor to city, the early morning sun bathed the towers of York Minster with a touch of scarlet, mingled with the smoke rising from hovels and houses into a purple mist. High city walls warmed by weeks of hot weather soaked in more heat like embers and the stone walls of the York Castle gaol yawned at another day’s onslaught.

There was no fanfare as the prison gates were opened and my parents stumbled out onto the cobbles with eyes no longer used to the brightness, out to the sharp early morning air in nostrils used to foul straw soaked with the stench of human waste.

The oatcakes and comforts pushed through the iron grilles had kept starvation from their bones but nothing more. My mother shivered, knowing there was a full sixty miles of walking to be done if they were to reach Windebank before my birthing began.

How did I survive such privations, quickening and twisting in her womb, keeping her from precious sleep? Perhaps in her dreams she was released from those walls to roam free out onto the moors around Windebank farm. Perhaps her dreams kept her full of hope and joy, as they have me on many such occasions.

‘I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills,’ she sighed. After six months’ confinement, sixty miles was but a few footsteps with His help, no matter how harsh the terrain.

‘Greetings, Sister,’ said an old woman with a back arched like a bow, who shoved a parcel of bread and cheese into her hands. ‘May the Lord strengthen thee for the road ahead.’

My father smiled as a sturdy walking stick was offered from a stranger in a tall hat, one of the York Friends who made it their duty to wait each morning in case one of their own should be released.

‘Take these boots to guide thy steps in the right path,’ said another, looking down with compassion at his bare feet, black with scabs and sores.

‘Tha’s got socks in there for both on thee. Dip thee feet in the horse trough and dry with this clout. Yer soles will be tough with walking barefoot. I’m a cobbler, I’ve seen worse than them,’ offered another stranger.

‘How can we repay you?’ Mother said, her eyes blinking in the light.

‘Keep the faith and happen one day it’ll be your turn to be seeing to us in this place. Spend your first night off the road in a field barn, away from the town or you’ll be taken for beggars and bog trotters and brought back to the constables. They’s full o’ tricks to catch us out.’

‘Friends near Grassington will see you right. Have my cloak,’ said the old woman. ‘Yon rag’ll not see you above five mile on the tops. It may be summer but there’s rain in the air. It were a right gaudy sunrise.’

They scurried out of the mean, narrow streets, avoiding the morning waste chucked out into the gutters from high windows, out onto the stony tracks that criss-crossed the city, turning their backs on the massive towers of the Minster, over the river bridge and westwards as the sun rose behind them.

How different must have been that first forced march to York in winter over snowy tracks as punishment for marrying according to their conscience and not with the priest’s command in a church. How fearfully Mother must have trembled at the thought of York castle gaol awaiting them. My grandfather, Justice elliot Moorside, did not shirk his duty when his only son appeared before the local Justice. He begged him to see sense and not marry beneath his station to a lowly glove-maker. ‘You shame us by this defiance. Surely one place is as good as another in the eye of the Lord?’ he argued.

‘Not in our light it is not. We have no truck with vows and ceremony. We choose to stand before our peers and await the Lord’s will for both of us, not pay some hireling to babble his windy doctrines over us,’ my father replied, still full of zeal at his new calling.

‘I don’t understand you. Have I not given you everything: education, fine clothes and the best of society, and now you throw this in my face?’ The Justice shook his head in despair. How could a man who was not convinced of the truth ever understand why his son must abandon his Divinity studies to follow George Fox and his movement of Seekers?

‘For all thy care I’m truly grateful, sir, but now I must think for myself and choose another gate to open. Be glad that I’ve found this path of righteousness and a companion to tread the way alongside me. In our suffering and witness is our heavenly joy.’ With these words, father and son were parted forever.

But the foulness of the foetid straw, the dust and deprivation of the past months was not so heavenly; despite the scorching heat outside, the chill within struck at my father’s chest causing him to shiver with fever. My mother hoped the open air would now cleanse his racking cough.

The father I have imagined was a tall man, stooped now by confinement under a roof that scarcely contained his inches. Soon he would stride out towards the dales and hills and stretch out again in health and vigour.

This man had walked across country for his calling, been beaten and bruised, battered and shamed but never unbowed. Prison, as I know only too well, is not for the faint-hearted.

My parents met at the Meeting House in Windebank when my mother returned from serving her apprenticeship to a glove-maker in Scarperton, afire with zeal from listening to this new preacher’s words. Matthew Moorside was standing under a shaft of light as if pointed out to her, there and then. Their eyes met across the room and she knew that her place was by his side forever in this life. He, too was struck by the same lightning on seeing her in his congregation. The Lord had chosen well for them both. That is how it should be between Seekers.

My uncle Roger laughed at the sight of them and always called them two turtle doves. It was in his barn they were wed and it was in his farmstead they hoped that their child would be born. It would be good to rest up awhile and gather strength before the Lord called them on the next mission. If only her back didn’t ache so much and her head was like feathers floating.

Their first good fortune on that journey home was when a carter of wool let them sit on the back of his load, among the soft oily fleeces and the scent of fresh clippings on the high ridge track toward Skipton. He dropped them off at a crossroads not far from the turn off north where they took water in the back yard of the inn and found another ride northwards. This was the Lord’s work indeed, saving their legs for the rougher terrain.

‘There’s rain on the way,’ the carter warned but the sky was blue and the skylarks were joyful in the air. They sat to devour the cheese and bread given for their sustenance by strangers. Then the heat overwhelmed them and they found some shade in a copse of small oak trees to take cover and hold each other for the first time in privacy for months.

‘We will walk on until you tell me otherwise,’ Matthew whispered. ‘Your load is precious and the hills are high. Another day matters not after so long.’ She looked into his blue eyes and found the strength within.

‘Thee I love,’ she mouthed.

‘And likewise, Alice,’ he kissed her parched, cracked lips. That was when I kicked and made them jump apart.

‘I felt that too,’ he laughed. ‘What troublemaker is this who disturbs our peace?’

‘A treasure not a troublemaker, a comfort and consolation not a trial, Matthew. The Lord has preserved it for His glory, of that I’m certain, to bring others out of doubting to the convincement of His truth. Time to be on the move while the light lasts,’ Mother added, ever the practical one.

We took the drover’s track, sheep scattering in all directions at the strangers’ steps over the God-forsaken moor tops, bleak even in high summer. The curlews cried their lamentations as the first drops of rain began to fall. It was as if all the grime and dust, muck and dirt of York were being washed from them in this drenching. Alice lifted her face to the shower with relief.

No one but startled sheep watched as they stripped off their tattered clothes and let the rain soak through their shifts and wash their lice-infested hair. Three miles down the track they spied a fodder barn and crept inside to dry off their clothes and nestle in the dry dusty air, weary but content with this gift of a first day of freedom. They had the rest of their lives to enjoy together in service. No one would begrudge them a day of rest, but I was already making my bid for freedom.

Mother woke early, trying to get comfortable. There was a searing pain in her back that would not shift. She felt hungry and sick at the same time, anxious to be on the move. Outside it was pouring with rain, heavy, thundery rain and the clouds were full of more.

‘We must get moving, I want to be at Windebank before nightfall,’ she tugged at my father’s sleeve but he turned on his side.

‘What’s the rush?’ he muttered.

‘I have pains,’ she answered and he sat bolt upright, which set off a fit of coughing.

‘We’ll stop in Scarperton with friends. You can rest up there,’ he replied, but she shook her head.

‘No, I want to go to Roger and Margery. If we crack on we can make there.’

‘Not in this rain, the path will be a quagmire.’

‘Once I’m in the dale I know the high path. The sheep don’t like their feet wet. They have ways to get out of the mire. Remember, you’re the town boy, I’m a farmer’s lass,’ she teased.

There was always good humour between them; banter and teasing and good companionship, as there were always friendly arguments between Margery and her spouse, Roger. Couples had their own different ways of getting on.

Suffering had only tied them closer together in the conviction that they were about the Lord’s work and under His protection.

They hurried on across strange paths, sensing the right direction, until with relief they saw a milepost and a crossroads that was familiar and welcome. They took water from a thatched hovel and a woman who stared at them first with suspicion and then with pity to be abroad on such a wild wet morning.

I fear the pain in Mother’s back was getting worse and cutting her breath but there must be no stopping. If she thought about her weariness I would have been born on the open highway. Only the thought of my safety and a warm welcome, a posset of ale, a slice of salted ham and eggs or some crow pie by the hearth place kept her sliding forward on the slippery path. Father stifled his coughing, trying to guide her footsteps down the hillside into the next dale.

On high northern hills the weather beats hard on the rocks and grass and the wind bends the trees and flings branches into the air. This was no ordinary rain but a thunder flash that would send the becks into a spate and the rivers into swollen torrents. It was no time to be abroad but they dared not delay to take shelter.

Suddenly a gush of warm water poured between her legs to announce my arrival. They were still a mile or two off Windebank Farm, high among the wet grass and limestone rocks that lay like pavement slabs, a mile or two from the safety of a clean feather mattress and linen sheets and the services of Goodwife Ketley, the midwife of the village. A woman treads between life and death when she is giving birth and no mistake. They must push forward and she began to sing the Psalm again to cheer her flagging spirits. ‘The Lord is My Shepherd, I shall not want . . .’ She stumbled and almost fell.

‘What’s amiss?’ he asked but she forced a smile. There was no point in alarming him. Pains come whether or not there was anything prepared in the way of linen and binders. There was nothing to be done but lean on Matthew’s arm as the heavens opened and the rain beat down upon them until they were sodden to the skin.

It would be madness to ford the stream for the quickest route; nothing left but a steep climb along the banks, the long way round. To be so close and yet so far was galling.

‘I’m done in,’ Mother gasped as a pain gripped her belly. ‘Go and fetch help, I’m so tired.’

‘Nay, lass, the last mile is always the longest. I go nowhere without you if I’ve to carry you myself. Come on . . . “He will not suffer thy foot to be moved, He that keepeth thee will not slumber.” ’ In his fear my father often forgot to use the ‘thou’ as have I for many a year now.

‘Behold, He that keepeth Israel shall neither slumber or sleep,’ she mouthed, breathless.

‘The Lord is Thy keeper . . .’

‘The Lord is thy shade upon thy right hand.’

Then they saw the wisps of smoke out of the hearth chimney, the smell of a wood fire burning somewhere close by. Familiar buildings huddled together into the hillside and soon the stone house was visible where Roger and Margery would give them lodging.

They were safe. They were home. Tonight would be hard travail but there would be joy in the morning.

It was past dusk and the farmstead was shut up for the night when the barn hounds started up, waking the house with their racket. Nan, the maid, was quaking at the unexpected noise and reached for her broomstick, afeared for her life. Uncle Roger Windebank stumbled out of the drapes of the bedstead cursing, stubbing his toes and forgetting his holy ways in the search for a cudgel and his britches, too mean to light a candle stub.

‘Who calls at such an ungodly hour,’ cried my aunt Margery as she hid under the counterpane with a pillow over her head as if to drown out the banging. No one would blame her anxiety after years of alarums and unsettled sleep when Roundheads and Malignants roamed over the moors at all hours, skirmishes with swords and pistols bringing the wounded to their door seeking quarter. Now since the restoration of the King she hoped such disturbances were past.

She could hear Roger bellowing behind the door with the great oak studs and the bar secure across it. Curious, she lifted a sheep fleece over her shoulders and crept onto the upper landing.

‘Open in the name of mercy, Roger . . . ’Tis thy brother-in-law, Matthew Moorside, and Alice. Her time is come and we can go no further in this storm!’

Margery shot down the stairs, ‘Mercy on us! Get them inside . . . Nan, to the fire and the bellows . . . Blessed Saviour, open that door . . .’

The two of them stumbled in like drowned rats, ashen-faced and soaked to the skin, standing in a puddle of water on the stone flags. They trailed drips through the fresh strewn rushes as she hurried them into the houseplace where Nan was doing her best to beat up some flames and warmth.

‘My waters have broken,’ whispered Mother. ‘And I have nothing but a few rags in this bundle.’ She was trying not to cry with fear and exhaustion.

This was no time for sermons or questions. Father was coughing fit to burst and both of them looked like a bunch of bones covered with rags. Was this the handsome couple that had stood before the congregation and pledged their troth barely ten months ago?

Alice’s delicate beauty was ruined, her skin grey from lack of sunlight, her eyes sunken into her cheeks but still with that glint of steely purpose that had brought her safe to the door. There was no gainsaying her when she had that look in her eye.

Margery had no time to dress with so much to be prepared. The front parlour would have to do for a lying in, but there was no bed in there yet and there was no fire. If only she had some notice of such a startling event.

Mother collapsed onto the flags in a faint and needed a warm restorative; a cordial of liquorice with honey must suffice. Old Dame Emmott’s herb box was summoned from its shelf by the inglenook. Nan opened the blanket box and brought out an armful of spun sheets. Margery put back the finest in favour of patched ones. There was going to be a mess and Alice would not mind second best. She drew the tapestry screen to hide her modesty as they stripped her and Matthew went with the master to find dry clothes. Alice’s shift was in holes and she smelt worse than the privy midden. A tub wash would have to wait. They must have hot water to bath the newborn.

Dame Emmott, Margery’s old mother, now awakened by the noise, fussed and got in everyone’s way but for once Margery was glad of her mother’s counsel, being not yet blessed with children of her own, nor had she seen a human birthing before.

Being a Seeker barred her from such women’s gatherings in the village, with all their birthings, up-sittings and gossipings. There was no point in sending for Goodwife Ketley, for she was in the pay of the local priest and dared not gainsay his will. They would have to manage as best they could and pray for the skills to see Alice safely through the delivery.

Feeling a useless onlooker, she watched Nan making sure her sister-in-law was dry and comfortable as she lay on the hearth rug, the thick pegged rag mat given as a bridal gift by friends in the faith. She tried to slide sips of berry tea through Alice’s lips to warm her innards for the long work ahead. Praise the Lord, Nan, the maid, had seen some of her six brothers and sisters both in and out of this world. She was not afraid to examine Alice’s private parts and feel her belly for signs of the birthing.

‘Not long now, Mistress,’ she smiled, but her eyes shone too bright, looking at Margery with concern.

‘Take the rings from her fingers and loosen her laces to aid the passage,’ offered the old dame. She was so forgetful these days.

‘Nay, Mother, we Seekers wear no wedding bands or fancy lacings. She should deliver with ease.’ Margery spoke more in hope than confidence, for Alice was far spent with travelling and chill. There was a fire on her brow as she began to moan, twisting her way through her pains while the onlookers banked up the fire and sponged her forehead.

‘Where is Matthew?’ Alice groaned, looking to the doorway in distress. ‘He must not see my shame.’ She need not have worried, for everyone knows birthing is women’s work. My father was busy helping Roger secure the house against the storm. I have often wondered whether it is better men witness birthing for the labour that it is.

From somewhere deep inside herself my mother drew up her strength for one long last effort which saw my head crowned before she sank back again in exhaustion.

‘Push on, Mistress! ’Tis nearly born . . . Push one more time and you shall see the bairn,’ Nan shouted to raise her flagging spirit. There was a scream and a flurry as I burst forth all of a rush onto the waiting cloth, plump and purple like a newborn pup turning pink before their eyes. Margery felt the tears welling up, tears of relief and shock and envy as the storm raged outside and the thunder clapped over their heads.

They all took it well that I was a girl child, not male. Nan cleansed me in the warm water bowl, examining my body with care, cutting the cord with one of the meat knives and pressing the wound to stem the flow.

Dame Emmott bound my stomach with a binder and swaddled me with the torn sheet, lifting me up so my mother could see her trophy. Her eyes were glazed with tiredness and fever. I like to think she smiled at me but the effort of holding me was too much for her.

‘Fetch the Masters! She needs physick,’ said Nan sternly, reading the signs with alarm. Margery called through to the side door where the men were huddled waiting for news and Matthew limped to her side, kneeling down and whispering such affections in her ears as they all stood praying that the Lord would revive her shallow breathing.

I howled with such a lusty screeching that there was no fear of my early demise. It was as if I knew I would be robbed of her milk and comfort before the dawn rose, angry purple above the hillside.

There was no joy in Windebank that morning after all the night’s turmoil but the storm abated and the ling thatch held on the old barn rooftops. The farm hands crept about their chores and Nan flushed the bathwater out of the door by mistake.

‘Now you look what you’ve done,’ shouted Dame Emmott. ‘Now this lass’ll roam far from the hearth . . . You must allus put girl washings into the fire to keep them at home.’

‘But Mistress, we need the fire to warm the lady inside,’ Nan protested, her cheeks flushed with shame.

‘There’s no warming Alice now,’ whispered Margery, watching as the new mother slipped from them. It was as if all the stuffing so rudely pulled out of her left her body like an empty sack.

Roger wept, pacing outside while my poor father clung to the hearth, praying for a miracle. ‘ ’Tis all my fault for putting her through such an ordeal,’ Matthew whispered. ‘The jail was cold even in the summer heat and full of pestilence.’

‘But the bairn is bonny and strong. Shall you name her after Alice?’ said Margery.

‘If it were a lad, it should have been called Joshua,’ Roger interrupted. ‘Have you seen the state of the walls outside? There’re gaps enough to drive a coach and horses through. The drought has shrunk the stones and now the flood has swollen them, pushed them over. That lass’ll be trouble and no mistake. Walls falling down’s a bad omen, is that.’

‘Shush, Roger,’ said his wife as my father lifted me to the light and tried to smile.

‘Her name is Rejoice. For all must face trials in this life before they find true joy. Rejoice in the Lord always . . .’ he whispered.

‘That’s a mighty burden of a name for a tiny mite,’ sniffed Dame Emmott unimpressed, hoping her own name would be forthcoming.

‘It must be so. Robbed as I am of my helpmeet, I will find comfort in this little soul. She’ll be my companion in life now,’ he sighed, kissing my mother’s cold brow for the last time.

But it was not to be, for no sooner had her spirit departed through the open door than Matthew took such a fit of coughing and choking and being so swallowed up in his sorrow that no breath came from him, they lay together side by side in the cold parlour awaiting burial in the orchard croft among the apple trees.

Friends gathered to honour the martyrs and place them unmarked into the earth as was their custom. For this act of defiance was Roger fined one pound and ten shillings which he chose not to pay. The constable took away two fine milk cows to the value of three pounds ten shillings but Roger swallowed his fury at such self-seeking distraint.

I howled night and day until a wet nurse was found in the village, one that would feed a Seeker child. I waxed strong as the warmth of summer returned, unaware of my loss.

To her surprise, Aunt Margery found grace and comfort in looking after me, I am told, so much so that she found herself at last with child and brought forth a son, Mallory, quickly followed by a daughter, Diligence. The once silent house was alive with the sounds of childish prattle and awash with swaddling bands and baby linen.

The Lord gives and the Lord takes. Blessed be the name of the Lord.

This is as true an account as I know, for I have no recollection of this, my first journey into the world, but it has affected all of my life. To be the child of a storm when all the walls fell down, a child born to sorrow, doomed to wander afar, whose coming robbed her parents of life, was a weary burden at times. Never to have known the comfort of a mother’s arms has been a great sorrow to me.

Over the years I have pieced this account together from scraps gleaned from Roger, Margery, Nan and others. Each fragment is stitched with loving thread into a patchwork quilt of memories to treasure. In the bad times of my life I have wrapped these memories around me for comfort. They have warmed many a dungeon and dark place of the soul.
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I was in my tenth year when the persecution of our people drew ever closer to home. The realisation that we were different from many of our neighbours in the village below was not some blinding flash of understanding but a gradual revelation, like the mist rolling up the hillside after rain to reveal a perfect day.

Windebank Farm lay hidden from view two miles from the township, set high on the fell facing south to catch the best of the weather. We were quite complete; our stone house was newly extended with rooms upstairs instead of a loft and a sturdy stone roof, a fine chimney breast that kept us warm in winter and a tall barn with great rafters that had stood for over a hundred years.

On the slopes facing south-west was a walled patch where Aunt Margery grew the herbs necessary for our survival: mint, tansy, rue, comfrey and many more green vegetables and sweet-smelling flowers to feed our bees. Our sheep grew long coats that were clipped in summer and we cleaned the fleece and spun the wool to knit into stockings and warm gloves. There were candles to be dipped and butter to be churned, fresh rushes to be gathered and little time for laiking about in the pastures but on the First Day of the week, which the worldly call Sunday, work was put aside for a meeting of believers, where we sat in silence until someone was moved to address the assembly.

Sometimes we sat a whole hour or more and nothing was said so it was hard to keep my mind from wandering or to stop Dilly from fidgeting. None of us had ever attended the church down in the village. Uncle Roger said there was nothing that the priest said that would speak to our spiritual condition.

I learnt then that every absence must be paid for and that is why Joseph Swinstey, the constable, came often to our door to collect a fine. When I saw his brown felt hat flapping up the track I hid up a tree out of sight. He never went away empty-handed, and that put Aunt Margery in a bad mood for days afterwards.

‘Why does he have to take our cow?’ I asked at the table.

‘Because the Lord wills it,’ she snapped, shutting her eyes as she spoke as if to rid the sight of it all.

‘But why?’ It has always been a fault of mine that I never know when to speak and when to be silent.

‘You know well enough. Because we are Seekers after Truth, followers of Mr George Fox whom that false priest cannot abide, nor the fact that we don’t attend sacraments or pay his tithes. He wants to make beggars of us to drive us back into his fold,’ she argued, banging the broth into my bowl.

‘Why does God need two houses here?’ I was curious now.

‘You ask too many questions for a girl, Rejoice,’ she said. ‘He bides in our barn when we wait on him, not in fancy buildings with graven images and coloured glass windows.’

Uncle Roger sipped his broth and tore a hunk of oatcake, waiting to make his own comments. ‘I think he dwells wherever hearts are pure and simple, where love does His will. Who’s to say, Margery, that there are some even in the steeple-church who show His love . . . We cannot judge or see what He sees.’

My uncle was like soft soap when it comes to shifting dirt, gentle in his admonitions, while my aunt was like pumice stone, scouring away at the surface until it is rubbed raw.

’Tis a pity my aunt and I walked together like two shoes of the wrong size. We rubbed against each other in the dairy, the kitchen and the hall. Why could I never do anything to her full satisfaction?

‘You’re a strange lass. May the Lord have mercy on us,’ she sighed to any who would hear, whilst pointing out the one piece of beeswax I missed, dulling the polished table; the corner where my bunch of goose feathers did not reach the dust; the loose stitches of my glovemaking, uneven in the row that must be torn back and how the butter would not churn in the tub when I was in the dairy.

‘Don’t go answering all her questions. It only encourages her in waywardness, Roger. She’s sharp enough as it is!’ The air was chilly with her reproof. ‘It’s for thine own good, girl. If you’re ever to make a good match with an equal then I want none to think I have shrunk from taming such a wayward nature. It would be a burden for poor Alice to have bred such a cussed child.’

I did not understand why the asking of questions was wrong but my champion had risen from the table to see to his farm boys.

‘She can be as sour as the apples on the north side of the tree when the mood takes,’ she chided and I wanted to rinse out her mouth with lye at these words. No child ever wants to be reminded that they are the cause of their parent’s demise. It was hard to be the daughter of saints and to know whatever path I tread in this world I would throw only a pale shadow across it compared to them. How could I live up to their martyrdom, their holy devotion both to the higher calling as Seekers after Truth and the esteem they held for each other?

‘Alas, there are many in this parish who cannot see the truth as it is revealed to us and prefer the old ways, both Papists and prayer-book followers at the steeple-church. They are blind to the inner light, but it costs us dear to disobey the church,’ she added as if to soften her harshness, but the damage was done.

It has always troubled me to think about the sufferings of Friends when they are read out in Meeting and how I was robbed of a real parent’s loving kindness. It’s hard not to know of their tenderness. It is hard to be a mothered-on lamb and never to know your true kin.

Margery felt it her duty to educate me on all these matters, especially when we were hard at the scrubbing-down of the slaughtered sow, catching the blood in a bucket as it swung on the hook, boiling water to scrape off the bristles, preparing the skin for curing with saltpetre and my hands were raw with the mixture and effort.

This was the very time she chose to recite a litany of Friends’ sacrifices, imprisonments, torture and exile; a sorrow that I know as well as any psalm. If I was lucky there was a snippet or two about my father; how he gave up his studies to follow his beliefs, how my mother could sew such fine doeskin into embroidered gloves better than any in Christendom, her work sought after by the gentry of the district. How the lace-work and embroidery on the gauntlets was put away once she was convinced by Friends of the true light, in favour of making plainer gloves and wearing sober clothing as is our custom. For this she was dismissed and made to return to the farm.

The mother I have imagined needed no lace or ruffles to show off her fine bones and good breeding: her hair was like ripened wheat where mine is but damp straw, her eyes the colour of pewter whereas mine are like wet slate. Her gait was upright; nor did she slump in her grey cloak as I do to hide the buds growing out of my chest.

Sometimes I shut out my aunt’s prattle and tried to picture my mother and father holding me proudly as they walked across the open fells, lifting me on their shoulders, laughing and singing; not lying stone cold in the parlour, unaware of my howling.

These pictures have chafed my mind like a scouring stone with knowing that I am all that is left of their sacrifice. I do not understand the ways of the Lord in saving such a wretch as I, a ‘hoyden girl’ of no consequence. What does He want of me?

Over and over Mistress Margery likes to salt my wounds with every detail of my unexpected coming. I turn my head from her inspection and mouth her words with my lips in mocking silence. I know that story off by heart. It hurts to be reminded that I am a burden left behind. Why did the Lord not complete his task and take me with them?

Then there is the burden of my name and the knowledge it was given with my father’s dying breath. Grace, Faith, Hope and Charity, even Temperance, Soberness, Comfort or Patience maybe, but Rejoice is hardly a fitting name for one who was orphaned at birth. I blush with shame every time I am called to account for it. At least there was no public announcement, for Seekers do not hold with baptismal naming ceremonies.

When I look at Roger, my guardian, I try to see my mother in him but he has a ruddy face, sandy brows and red eyes that water often. His hands are like spades, rough but gentle. I have no image of my father. In my mind he walks tall and straight, the handsomest of men. Aunt Margery said I smile like my mother but have a stubbornness all my own that will be a life’s work to curb.

I still do not understand why, when people see truth in different ways, there must be so much quarrelling and imprisonment and tell-tale spying in the district. Why could we not be allowed to get on with our lives in peace?

There was a clump of rosemary that sheltered beneath the orchard croft wall and nobody knew how it came to plant itself there, but it has always been my fancy that it is for remembrance of Alice and Matthew Moorside.

Sometimes I sat awhile when my spirit was low and stroked my fingers across the stem and sniffed the leaves, thinking about the two lovers buried within. They say the scent of rosemary feeds the soul with hope. From a tender age I tried to sense what they would wish of me, but no words came to my ears. It was hard to believe that I was ever anything but a nuisance, a motherless waif who did not quite fit in to Windebank farm, however hard Uncle Roger tried to include me.

Mall and Dilly had a place in their hearts that I did not, I feared. They had always done their duty by me, of that I had no qualms; but duty can be as chilly as bare feet on slate sometimes.

Mall walked the fields with his father, learning to rule the farm that would one day be his. Dilly sat close by her mother at their needlework, content to do her bidding while I looked on, further from the warmth and the light. Would it always be like this?

It was then that I prayed with fervour that one day I would find me a Matthew Moorside of my very own. It has ever been my opinion that true love in a marriage makes light everything that is heavy. How else can such sufferings as ours be borne?
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Then came that fateful day when it was our turn to hold the gathering in the big barn. There were whispers across the dale that one of the ‘Valiant Sixty’, Mr Fox’s trusty preachers, was in the district and many would want to hear him. My aunt ran hither and thither like a weaver’s shuttle.

‘If you’ve time to stand about, Joy Moorside, you’ve time to clean about. There’s straw to be fetched and a floor to be swept. I don’t want strangers to think we keep a rough house here and if I see thee at that book again there’ll be trouble. How many times have I told thee no more skulking behind the door? Out into the barn with the besom and take Dilly. She’s not too young to make use of her arms to further the Lord’s will. Hearts to God and hands to work. Nan and me have a heap of pies to make, so shape thyself!’

However much I would be at my books, I dared not thwart her or she would stop my schooling altogether. Book learning was the joy of my life. I couldn’t wait to rush through my chores to turn the next page and dive to the bottom of it. Reading came easy to me, whereas poor Mallory struggled to bark out his letters and Dilly would rather clean the hen coop than sit at a table. It did not matter how many miles we had to walk down to the schoolmaster’s house in fog and hail, I was always first to be ready and eager to be off.

Uncle Roger was proud that I read off his accounts and copied them into his ledger with a fair hand. He said I was quick as a weasel with numbering and he patted my head with pleasure whilst my aunt shook hers with dismay.

‘Don’t encourage the lass in such vanity,’ she sneered. ‘What does it profit a girl to be a scholar and one that is so wilfully bent as this one?’

‘Don’t take on so,’ he argued back. ‘Joy is quick to catch on. Why should a girl not be a scholar? All are equal in the eyes of the Lord.’

I could have rushed over and knelt at his feet in gratitude but thought the better of it in case it gave Aunt Margery further cause against me. I decided to be extra diligent with the scrubbing.

The new slate roof over the barn was finished hurriedly but there were gaps that needed stuffing with moss to keep out the draughts. Planks of hard wood and hay bales made enough seating so there were seats for the older folk. We had hoped to remodel the house to make more rooms for sleeping aloft but what with the hearth tax and fines that are put upon all who will not attend the church, my uncle feared it would be foolhardy to spend on such an extravagance.

As we scurried about our chores I felt such a rush of excitement to think that our stone barn would be the centre of such a great stirring up of the Friends of Truth.

Dilly hovered round me like a buzzing bee and I wanted to shoo her away. She was such a fanciful child. When I told her a story about silver grey wolves roaming in the forest who try to catch little girls, she would not go kindling with me in the copse and when I told her about the hobgoblin who lives at the bottom of our well she wouldn’t draw water and got a beating and I did feel so mean-spirited.

I don’t know where these fancies came from. They bubbled up from nowhere. Sometimes I could make everyone laugh with my imaginings and then I’d be overcome with strange forebodings so fearsome that I daren’t shut my eyes. I rode the nightmare shouting and screaming, waking the whole household with my racket and my aunt would take a strap to me but for Uncle staying her hand.

‘The child is afeared. What ails thee?’ he said half asleep, listening to my mutterings of half-remembered dreams of blood and death. How could I make sense of them?

‘Spare the rod and spoil the child is what is written, Roger. She disturbs us all with her nonsense. We must bridle her wild spirit. There’s work to do in the morning,’ yawned my aunt, who never could understand my fears.

‘True believers mustn’t ponder over evil deeds of the imagination, Joy, but think on things of beauty and light. Go to sleep. Tomorrow is a big day for Windebank. Fret not, it will soon be sun-up.’ His words must have comforted me for I slept in and woke to the bustle in the yard.

We were thronged with worshippers, strangers and Friends who had tramped half the night to gather on the First Day. There had been no bother from the steeple-house for many months but now there was a new incumbent, called Parson Protheroe, who was afire with indignation that half his congregation attended worship elsewhere. There were fears he might cause trouble in the district and demand his dues more fervently than the last priest who had been old and sick, enfeebled in mind and body.

I have never understood why Seekers were so reviled. We went about our lives in peace and charity, harming no man or woman. Nor could I understand why Constable Swinstey and his proxy, Morton, took such pleasure in robbing our fellowship.

Widow Bowlby had the very drapes ripped from her bed and all its covers when she lay in fever unable to defend herself. Tom Thwaite had his milk cow taken and his pig, and him with six small children to feed.

Ambrose Swinstey and his gang of rough boys pelted us with stones and called us names when we left the schoolmaster’s house. Did he not know the priest would never allow any Dissenters’ children to attend his charity school? Did they think they would stop us from gathering each First Day?

They might as well command the sun from shining or the tide from turning as to think they could stop us Seekers from following the Light of Truth as we see it. Sometimes I wanted to fling those rough boys into the dewpond and call them names, but our schoolmaster said that must not be our way of doing things.

‘A soft answer turns away wrath,’ he chided me. ‘You childer are not empty pots to be filled with hatred and lies but fires to be lit, candles in the dark to shine out in the darkness.’

If it were not for Christopher Sampson, our schoolmaster, my week would be wearisome and without relief, but he opened his door every day to teach all those who were free to study for just a few pence. I don’t know how he kept his household on the little that we brought in coinage. Uncle Roger tried to pay him in kind for the keeping of meeting house records, drawing up wills, accounts and certificates.

His wife, Isabel, helped us girls with samplers and stitchery. Without her tuition I would never have made my way in the world, but at that time I found it boring and frustrating.

When he read to us I found my eyes drawn to the fresh darning in his dark stockings, where the colour of the mending did not match the faded rest. His britches were patched with loving kindness in neat stitches but nothing could disguise how threadbare their circumstances were. His legs were crooked, and Mall said you could drive a dog through them like a tunnel but that was cruel.

I sensed he suffered with rheumaticks but showed little of his discomfort to us. Sometimes when he bent to inspect our work I saw him wince and he gripped the board to steady himself.

Once he had been a man of the cloth, who became convinced of the Seekers’ truth when it first came into these parts with Mr Fox. He lost his living in the steeple-house and now lived on his learning and the goodwill of others.

Our master could teach Latin but no one wanted to learn it from him. There must be a library of books within him. How could his head contain such knowledge, I wondered? He liked to linger after meeting for a warm brew of herbs and ale which Aunt Margery packed with honey and goose grease fortified with spirit to ease his chest.

We hovered as he sat warming himself, telling us tales of long ago: how he’d grown up in London and recalled the funeral of Queen Bess. How the great barge sailed down the river, attended by Lords and Ladies in black cloth. There was a procession to the big steeple-house and many lined the streets to get a last view of such an excellent monarch. He had seen two more kings on their thrones and the last one torn off it. Then Charles’s son was returned to the land but I didn’t understand why there was so much fighting in our district still.

‘I’d like to travel abroad and see such sights,’ I sighed, but my aunt tutted, shaking her head at me.

‘There’s enough mischief and misdoings in these moors, Rejoice. Be not giddy. Let your light shine on the darkness here, never mind gallivanting into strange parts out of curiosity. We don’t have far to go to find our sorrows.’

I hated it when she called me by my full name. It set me apart from the others. I hoped that it would be forgotten in favour of Joy, which sits much softer on the tongue. Seeing my discomfort, Master Sampson tried to ease my blushes.

‘You do well to have a curious mind, child. I may have travelled far in this life but let me tell you there’s nothing to compare with the beauty of our purple hills and green dales, the glow of the stone walls at sunset and the rushing power of rivers and waterfalls. Here the air is clean and fresh, not foul with pestilence. They may be few of us but heaven is within these walls when we are forgathered to wait on the Lord.

‘The prisons of London and Lancaster, York and Leeds are full of our Friends in Light. There may be wonder in foreign places but there is infamy and injustice too, so fret not young lass. Be wary what you wish for in life. I fear your turn will come to be a witness to trials and sufferings soon enough.’

We all fell silent at his warning and I shivered, suddenly sobered by the thought that I might have to share the fate of my mother and father. I turned to my posset cup with relief, letting the juice trickle down my throat, and prayed I’d have a brave heart for such suffering when it came.

Friends filled the track to Windebank. It promised to turn out a fine enough day for walking across hill and dale. Sitting in the draughts could be chilly but once the barn was packed tight with bodies amid the smell of cow byres and steaming dung, we soon warmed up.

It was my duty to see that Dilly didn’t disturb the quiet with her wriggling and fidgeting. Soon she leaned her starched cap across my lap and sucked her thumb so my aunt couldn’t see. She found great comfort in her little secret and I hid her vice from prying eyes with my apron.

There was a brazier of logs burning by the door so that those who’d tramped the furthest could warm their hands and feet for a while but as usual on First Day, one of the constables watched the comings and goings from behind the great ash tree that marks the northernmost part of our farmstead.

The ash towered above the track, sheltering the farmstead from the worst the north wind can blow. I liked to watch its keys fluttering down at leaf fall when we played with them. To me this tree was a great giant that shielded our hall from the blast but not that day. We could all see Ambrose Swinstey with his father and Morton about their business, spying on our gathering as usual.

My uncle ran a great risk by holding a meeting in our barn for an act of worship which the authorities would call an unlawful Conventicle. Like many others he took each summons and fine with fortitude but on that fateful day, my aunt wore a pinched and worried look.

‘How many more cows and sheep will we surrender, how many more twenty-pound fines must we bear before the constables come for my pewter and pottery, oats and stock to beggar the Windebanks for this disobedience?’ she muttered under her breath.

Even I knew it was only a matter of time before Parson Protheroe in his zeal would have Uncle Roger before the Justice and sent to York Castle alongside half the men of this dale.

Joseph Swinstey was cunning. No matter how often we changed the time and the place of First Day worship, he knew where to come. I think he kept guard on certain cottages to follow the faithful of the township like a hound after a fox.

There were so many worshippers that day crowding the barn door it would not shut. The yard was full and the visitors walked amongst us in silence. The men in their leather britches and high hats were no strangers to the dungeons and one bore a red weal across his cheeks where he had been lashed with a whip. His wife was standing by his side with worried eyes and sunken cheeks.

They sat as our guests and the meeting began as every other in watchful silence. The air was cold so I saw the breaths like vapour of those who were chilled by the fresh breeze outside.

One day perhaps if the Lord willed it would be wonderful to have our own meeting house with walls big enough to contain everyone, seats and shutters to keep out the chill, windows with glass, sure in the knowledge that all can freely worship as they choose; but that time was far off, I feared. Mr Fox had said many times that God doesn’t dwell in temples of wood and stone, but in people’s hearts; but I thought it was good to have a settled place to meet.

Suddenly there was a commotion outside, a stirring and shouting. ‘Out Out. Everyone out of this barn!’

No one moved but Dilly stirred awake and I held her tight. ‘What’s afoot?’ she asked, suddenly alert.

‘Nothing, just Ambrose Swinstey’s father at his mischief again,’ I sighed.

‘I demand the key to this building in the name of the King against this riotous assembly,’ said the other constable, his eyes narrow with venom to have caught the meeting at worship again.

‘The door is open and there is no key, as well you know,’ said Uncle Roger. ‘We do no harm. There is no riot here.’

‘Out, out . . . Not another word, Roger Windebank. You are in enough trouble as it is. Have you not been warned time and time again against this unlawful gathering?’

The constable was red in the face and called in strangers I had never seen before to clear the barn. They pulled old Mary Thwaite off the bench as roughly as if she was a sack of ragged wool.

‘Don’t do that!’ I screamed. Morton turned and eyed me with contempt.

‘Shut your mouth, Joy Moorside or it will be the worse for you.’

Suddenly my heart was full of anger and I wanted to lash out. How dare he disturb our worship. ‘The Lord sees all,’ I cried. ‘Watch your step, Master, or it will be the worse for thee!’ I heard myself spit out strange words. ‘The Lord sees all. His will is not thwarted. Watch thy step!’

‘Shut thy gob, Rejoice!’ warned my aunt, her eyes blazing with fear. ‘Let him do his will. It is no matter.’

‘But it’s not fair,’ I cried. ‘There’s no harm in this.’

‘There must be great danger in this if simple folk are not allowed to think as they wish according to their truth,’ whispered the Schoolmaster. ‘Let me take your arm, for my leg is playing up again.’ He guided me firmly out of the door where there was a line of soldiers waiting with stern faces. Men with hungry eyes that stared ahead, their ears deaf to pleas for mercy.

Swinstey picked out his neighbours as elders of the congregation, pushing them into a huddle apart from their wives and children and I could see Uncle Roger in the middle as they were herded like cattle away from us.

‘What are you doing with them?’ said Aunt Margery with a softness that belied her fear. Dilly started to cry and call for her father and I had to hold her back from running after him.

‘They will go to the proper place of worship at the appointed hour and there the Parson will admonish them for leading simple people astray,’ said Swinstey. ‘You are a stubborn people.

You heap coals of fire over yer own selves!’

No one protested but bowed their heads and turned towards the path of the arrested men. There was not a stave or dagger or implement of war amongst us but the air was afire with indignation and disappointment as the tall hats bobbed slowly out of sight.

I could see Ambrose Swinstey staring at me with a sour sickly grimace that would turn milk in the pail and I hated him in my heart.

‘We have to follow them,’ I whispered to my aunt but she was frozen to the spot.

‘I will not go into that cursed place and listen to that impostor’s prattle, that hireling priest on his wooden pulpit. There are folk here in need of succour and sustenance before their journey home. There are those who will wait for their husbands to return. My work is here. The Lord will protect His own.’

‘But someone has to bear witness to what is said and done. I can go. They’ll not notice me. I am not of age to be accused. Who will bother with a maid? Please . . .’ I cried, anxious to follow my uncle down the track to Windebank.

‘Go if you must, but take care to take no part in the proceedings. Mind everything that is said and done, no more, no less.’

‘Can I go?’ Mall pleaded but Margery shook her head. ‘I need thee here.’

I think both he and I grew six inches at those words.

I slid through the crowd like a knife in melted butter, crossing the track along the high road through the copse so I could catch up with the prisoners and enter the township along the little-used path that cuts across the drover’s track, down past the Foss where the water rushes over the rocks, to a huddle of houses that nestle high above the riverbank, down the path to the cobbled square and the stone church with its square tower. My heart was thudding at the thought of entering a steeple-church but needs must when there was danger afoot.

I stood in awe at first of the high tower with slits in the wall like a castle turret and the stone walls, the windows coloured with glass and pictures, stone tombs lined with faceless statues. How could one ever think of truth when such distractions were all around to catch the eye? I crept though the door, hoping to be unnoticed, but folk notice strangers and some stared, pointing at me. ‘That bairn’s one of them.’

Now I knew what Peter felt when the cock crew thrice after he denied his Master. I huddled into my cloak, blushing with fear. Then the men were pushed roughly into a corner at the back of the church.

‘Take off your hats!’ barked the churchwarden but no one moved to obey him.

‘I won’t tell you again. This is the house of God,’ shouted the parson from the pulpit.

‘I doff my hat to no man but my Maker,’ said Uncle Roger. Elias Morton took up a stick and knocked it off his head. ‘This is not your assembly here, Windebank,’ he yelled. ‘Do your hat honour!’

The schoolmaster watched as his hat was torn from his head and stamped on but he said nothing. The priest rose up and began his tirade against the men assembled.

‘Take heed! This is what happens when men take it into their own heads to defy the laws of the land and the authority of the Church of England, setting up assemblies under the pretence of an exercise of religion. Behold this unruly sect of people who call themselves Seekers, whose only purpose is to overturn majesty, overturn ministry, overturn all our good practices. What say you to them?

‘These are men who deny all authority but their own, deny the common courtesies of hat honour, disturbing the priest in his pulpit, denying his good offices, withholding what is his due in tithes; who gather in public places to the annoyance of all. What say you to these charges?’

This short stocky man with blazing eyes was whipping up a frenzy of noddings and starings as the assembly began to stir and call for punishment.

‘They are yours to deal with as you think fit,’ he added, wiping his brow. ‘For they have sore vexed my patience with their murmurings and housecreeping. I will have none of them in this parish.’

‘Aye, aye,’ shouted two men who left where they were standing and started to knock their neighbours about the ears. ‘Out, out,’ screamed the mob turning angry, pushing the men out of doors down the churchyard path.

I tried to get out with the crush but being small and insignificant I could only wait, edging my way through as best I could to see what was happening.

It was as if my nightmare returned. These were neighbours of our village, faces known; hands shaken over deals at market now beating down upon defenceless men. What was happening?

Uncle Roger was beaten to the ground and kicked. All I could see was a confusion of men with sticks and staves beating the visiting preacher, beating, beating and I was crying out when I saw what was done to our schoolmaster Sampson. He lay prostrate, his head covered in blood as they beat upon him. In my dreams for many years after I still see those sticks beating like drums about his head and the blood on the stones.

‘Stop! These are your neighbours,’ I screamed. ‘Why do you deal like this? What have they done to deserve such? Stop this. Oh please stop hurting them.’

No one listened to me but a rough woman held my arms and pulled at my hair, bending my head back. I ripped her kirtle with my hand and tore away.

Then the black crow priest marched through us with a gleam of triumph in his dark eyes. ‘Enough . . . I think these Friends have learned a lesson for today better than any sermon. Go back to your wretched congregation and warn them that this is what we think of your message. There will be no more meetings out of sight. I will post a watch at the barn against any further defiance. Be ye assured I will make it my business to destroy this pestilent sect from our town. Get up and go home. I want to see every one of you in church on Sunday.’

The men staggered bruised and battered but one lay on the ground unmoving.

‘Pull him up,’ shouted the priest, pointing at Christopher Sampson. They started to lift him but he fell back.

The crowd fell back, silent, watchful as Uncle Roger and farmer Brindle bent over him tenderly. The rest helped carry him carefully across the cobbles under the lych gate and down to the schoolmaster’s house. I followed behind with his bloodstained hat, my heart dark with curses, not looking back for fear I would turn on that black crow and earn a beating.

Uncle Roger turned to me and whispered. ‘Go quickly for Mistress Sampson, send for Margery and her box of herbs. Hurry, Joy . . .’

It was hard to run uphill when I was weary, frightened and alone. It started to rain hard and I was soaked by the time I reached the safety of the ash tree, tears running down my cheeks, tears of relief, of fear and shame and shock, I know not which. I delivered the message and sank down in the empty barn as the congregation rushed down to Windebank to see for themselves.

Then my parents were no longer alone in the orchard. There was another grave dug by their side. Our schoolmaster did not wake up from his beating but lay for days until his heart stopped. There was no justice on this earth for him and no one was charged with his murder but I record here every act of violence I saw on that day and the names of those present were etched into my heart for eternity. The loss of him was grievous to us all and now there was no one to teach lettering and ciphering but myself.

The Lord was not mocked. A week later in the torrential rain that turned every track to mud and the beck into a raging torrent, Elias Morton lost his footing when hurrying to see if our barn was secure. His body was found down stream and my warnings of his fate did not go unheeded in these parts but there was no pity in my soul. His drowning troubled me not a jot.

The loss of my teacher was another matter and I could not swallow any food for days. Everything stuck in my throat, making me sick. I kept seeing the sight of him lying in his own blood, helpless against the fury of his neighbours. What harm had he done any of them other than to bring the light of knowledge into the minds of little children? What was there about our lessons that demanded his life?

That was the first time it dawned upon me that the world was unfair, that rain and suffering fell upon the just and unjust alike in equal measure and also that in those strange dreams I had foreseen it all. Thankfully I was still too young to understand why the gift had been bestowed. That would come in the fullness of time.
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Looking back to that time nothing was the same after the parson’s attack on us. As months stretched into years we grew used to having a regular watch set over our barn to prevent any further meetings there. In winter it was not the weather for standing sentinel on cobble stones with the east wind rushing through the yard nor for us to meet on the fell tops in the hollow of the great rock.

There was a falling off of visitors, stunned by the death of Kit Sampson and the harshness of those we had thought our neighbours, although sometimes it was possible for Friends to sneak up unnoticed. Quiet meetings were held under cover of darkness, out of sight of the constables, but more than five adults in a house and we would be accused of riotous assembly.

Joseph Swinstey was not eager to stand in the muck of our farmyard while the farm hands bustled around and we hurried past him to the dairy, pretending he wasn’t there. He sent young Will Carr as a replacement for Elias Morton.

It was not easy to ignore him for he was built like a bullock. At first there were no warming possets of ale, hunks of oatcakes and crumbling cheese handed out in his direction, until my aunt weakened at Uncle Roger’s command.

‘The lad knows no better. He’s under orders but since he is in spiritual darkness, let’s show him the hospitality of Friends.’ My uncle limped for the rest of his life from the beating that he received at the hands of the priest’s men, but he bore no grudges.

It was my job to offer the young man warm cordial and havercake which he wolfed down like a hungry dog. It was hard for him to refuse such generosity and I could see his cheeks flushing every time I danced past him.

I was growing out of my kirtles and boots, filling out my bodices and shifts in all directions and took delight in his discomfort, tossing my head like a frisky colt, pretending I had not noticed his admiration.

OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
[Leah
FLEMING

The
Glovemaker’s
[)aughter

SSSSSS
SSSSSSSS





OEBPS/html/docimages/9781471141010.jpg
Leah
FLEMING






