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About the Book

Although Madeleine Bates and Sophia Parkinson were both eighteen years old, the contrast between their two lives could not have been greater.

Sophia, spoilt pretty daughter of Helsdon’s richest mill owner, lived a life of petted indulgence at Mount Royd, the Parkinson home.

Madeleine – daughter of a tyrannical and bigoted father who worked in the Parkinson mill – spent her time either at chapel, or working a fourteen hour day as housemaid at Mount Royd, a victim of Sophia’s whims and occasional spitefulness.

But Madeleine – who beneath her obedient and dutiful exterior was volatile, strong-willed, and rebellious – was not the kind of young woman you could overlook, and when Leon Bonneau – younger son of a French wool baron – came to stay at Mount Royd he was, against his own inclinations, startled into noticing the dignity and beauty of the young housemaid.

From that moment on the lives of everyone at Mount Royd began to change, and Madeleine stepped forward into a new and challenging future.
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ONE

Walking along the narrow street, her hand resting lightly in the crook of George Carter’s arm, Madeleine was filled to the brim with rebellious thoughts. They coursed through her body and tingled in her fingertips until she felt sure that they must be conveyed to the man beside her. The sensation was so physical that she found herself compressing her lips into a tight line as if to prevent her feelings spilling out into words; words which she knew would surprise, even shock, George, coming from someone on her way home from chapel. But then he was easily shocked, wasn’t he? He was so good, so upright. She doubted if he had ever had a rebellious thought in his life. And since he continued to walk along without so much as turning to look at her she doubted that he had the slightest inkling of how she was feeling at this moment.

‘It was a particularly good class meeting,’ George said with satisfaction. ‘I felt the Lord was with us. I knew His presence and I was humbled and refreshed. I hope you felt the same, Madeleine?’

The quiet, equable tone of his voice – he always sounded so good-tempered, so unruffled – gave her a quick stab of shame, and at the same time increased her irritation. How could he be so insensitive?

‘I thought it was …’

She was interrupted by a man, a neighbour, hurrying towards them. The flagged pavement was so narrow here that she and George had to flatten themselves against the wall to let him pass.

‘Evening, Mr Carter! Evening, Madeleine!’ the man said. ‘Been another nice day!’

Everyone was familiar with her, called her by her first name. She had been born and brought up in Helsdon, in the house at the far end of the street. All eighteen years of her life had been spent in this small, West Riding town. Not so George. He came from beyond Keighley, from the country area where the hills of Yorkshire and Lancashire marched together along the border. A year ago he had come to Helsdon to find work, and her father, seeing a stranger in the chapel, had brought him home. In no time at all George was lodging with them, sharing her brother Irvine’s small room, though at present that was the least of Irvine’s troubles, since he was far away, fighting the Russians in the Crimea.

They resumed their walking, George offering Madeleine his arm again: not that they were physically close; that would be improper. But though their bodies did not touch, except for her hand on his arm, Madeleine felt the heat coming from him. It had been hot all day, indeed all summer. The July sun shone relentlessly, as it had done since early morning and would for another hour yet. There was no coolness in the evening.

She would like to have been on the top of the moor. There was always a breeze there, even on the warmest day. She could glimpse the moor in the distance, rising high above the smoke pall to where the sky was clear and blue. It made a backcloth to the tall mill chimneys clustered near to the river and the canal in the valley.… It was true what they said, that there was no point in Helsdon from which you couldn’t see both the moor and the mill chimneys. Even if you stood on the top of the moor and looked down, you looked on to the chimneys, on to the individual clouds of smoke puffed out by each one of them. This was the background to the whole of Madeleine’s life so far.

‘So you, too, found the class edifying?’ George said. ‘I’m glad!’

It was exactly the kind of conclusion George would reach, Madeleine thought furiously. The anger, which had been mounting in her as she had sat mutinously silent through the hymns and prayers and tedious witnessings of the last two hours, resentful that all she could see of the summer evening was a small square of sky through the high window of the chapel, boiled over.

‘You are quite mistaken!’

‘What did you say?’ He had surely misheard her.

‘I said, you are quite mistaken. I did not find it edifying. I found it dull! I was not humbled and refreshed. I was … BORED! Yes, bored. I was bored stiff!’

‘Madeleine my dear, what are you saying?’ That startled him all right. He swung around to face her. ‘Are you unwell?’

‘On the contrary, I never felt fitter. And unless you have cloth ears you know what I was saying!’

She withdrew her arm from his and they faced each other across the pavement. A group of children halted their game of hopscotch in order to watch and listen. It might, just might, develop into a fight. Fights were quite common in Priestley Street. But because the Bates’s were chapel folk and chapel folk didn’t fight, it was unlikely. Still, you could hope! She looked mad enough for anything!

‘I think I spoke quite distinctly,’ Madeleine said icily. ‘I was bored!’

‘But Madeleine …!’

Though his face was damp from the heat, he had turned quite pale. Madeleine, on the other hand, was flushed with indignation, her dark eyes flashing with temper, her chin held high in defiance. Deep inside she was a little apprehensive about her outburst, but she pushed the fear aside. In for a penny, in for a pound, and it was time someone listened to what she had to say. It was George’s bad luck that he happened to be here now, when everything had erupted inside her.

‘The prayers were, as usual, too long and very tedious – how you all love the sound of your own voices telling God what you want Him to do! And as for that hymn …!’

‘But Madeleine, I thought you liked that hymn?’ She must be ill. A touch of the sun?

‘Well I don’t! If you want to know, I never have! “Pity and heal my sin-sick soul”. Well I haven’t got a sin-sick soul. Fat chance I’ve had of sinning!’

The children had drawn nearer and stood in a rapt circle around the couple. One or two heads popped unashamedly through open windows. All rows in Priestley Street were public property.

‘Madeleine, please lower your voice! Everyone can hear you. Take my arm if you please. We must go home. You’re not well.’

‘I am perfectly well,’ Madeleine contradicted. ‘And I haven’t finished. I was bored, bored, bored! And if you felt the Lord was with you, well lucky for you! I certainly didn’t. I think He was more likely on the top of the moor, which is where I’d rather be on a fine summer evening, on my only evening off, instead of being stuck in a stuffy old chapel.’

She was shouting now, her voice rising higher and higher. She felt the pricking at her eyes and she just knew she was going to burst into tears any second. She began to run, breaking through the group of children, pushing them aside. She was in a flood of weeping by the time she reached number eight Priestley Street, pushed open the door and flung herself on her astonished mother.

‘Why, whatever’s the matter, bairn?’ Mrs Bates cried.

Tears prevented Madeleine’s reply.

‘I don’t know what it is, Mrs Bates,’ George said. ‘I think she must have been in the sun!’

There was no way he could repeat to Mrs Bates the dreadful things her daughter had said. It was tantamount to blasphemy. Thank goodness her father hadn’t heard her. Thank goodness he was out of the house now, doubtless on some errand of mercy. Joseph Bates was the finest man George knew or had ever known. He would have been horrified at his daughter’s outburst.

‘Best leave it to me, George,’ Mrs Bates said.

‘Oh I will, I will! If you’ll excuse me I’ll go up to my room. I shall pray for you, dear Madeleine, depend upon it!’

‘Don’t you dare!’ Madeleine flung the words after his retreating figure.

‘Leave it be, George,’ Mrs Bates said pacifically.

In marrying Martha Consett, Joseph Bates had committed the only rash act of his life. He had known at the time that it was unwise, that she would never make a suitable partner for a person such as himself. She was amiable enough, but she was frivolous, not very intelligent, and the things which were the rock-solid basis of his life – his religion, and after that his work – she held only lightly. But she had been the prettiest thing he had ever seen, with her corn-coloured hair and blue eyes, and she had the figure of a goddess. He had quickly tried to put all thoughts of her physical appearance from him, as being unsuitable to his calling in life, but they had proved too strong.

He had journeyed to her village in the first place to preach. Since the age of twenty, in every minute he could spare from his job as a weaver, he had been a local preacher, much in demand. Every Saturday evening, winter and summer, he would set off for some outlying village which lacked the benefit of a regular preacher, let alone a chapel building, and must rely on someone like himself, prepared to walk long distances to bring the Lord’s Word. He would preach in houses, in barns, and when the weather was fine, in the open air. He would preach twice, sometimes three times, every Sunday, and always with great eloquence.

On that early spring weekend he had noticed Martha Consett at the Sunday afternoon service, and in the evening she was there again, sitting in the front row. He had marked her attendance as evidence of her devotion to her religion. In fact she had been at the first meeting in obedience to her parents, and at the evening one because she liked the look of this handsome young preacher; and in any case there was nothing else to do.

When the service was over, she waited behind for him.

‘I am Martha Consett. My parents would like you to come and eat with us before you set off back to Helsdon,’ she said. She had a quiet well-modulated voice, which pleased him.

‘I shall be pleased to accept,’ he replied.

‘Shall you come again?’ she asked him later as he was preparing to leave. ‘To preach, I mean?’

She blushed prettily as she put the question, and his heart thumped in a way hitherto quite unknown to him.

‘If the Lord guides me,’ he said. ‘And if I’m invited.’

‘You’re sure to be invited,’ she told him. She would see to it herself. She would do everything in her power to help the Lord to guide him in her direction.

‘Then I shall accept,’ he answered gravely.

She had admitted to herself that it might not be an entirely suitable alliance between them. She was aware of her own shortcomings. And she knew it could come to a match because she had seen the light in his eyes and heard the excitement in his voice, no matter that he had tried to hide them. But she was already twenty-two and there was no one in the village she could marry, and very few visitors came.

‘I think that young man will ask for you,’ her mother said when they had watched him walk away after that first Sunday.

‘If he does,’ Martha said, ‘I shall take him. I shall be a good wife, even though we might not always see eye to eye. He won’t regret it.’

They were married in the September, after the harvest was in, and their first child, Madeleine, was born on the very night that the new young Queen came to the throne. Martha saw that as a hopeful sign and a good omen.

‘I dare say I ought to call her Victoria,’ she said to her husband. ‘But that’s what everyone else will call their daughters born today. I shall call her Madeleine. I do so want her to be different.’

‘She’ll be different all right,’ Joseph said. ‘And I can’t say that I approve the choice. It sounds foreign. Also a much plainer name would have been more suitable, have befitted our life style better. Jane, or perhaps Faith.’

Martha pulled a face. Plain Jane! As for Faith, it was a word she heard too often for her liking in this household.

‘Well you have borne the child,’ Joseph conceded. ‘And I promised that you should choose the name. I won’t go back on my word.’

In the eighteen years since then, during which time she had borne six children, though two had died in infancy, she had insisted on deciding what they were to be called, with the result that between them her children had the fanciest set of names in the whole of the West Riding. Madeleine was followed by Irvine, then came Penelope and Emerald. Emerald might become Emmy, or Penelope, Penny, outside the house, but never in their mother’s hearing. She wouldn’t allow it. She chose the names partly in hate against her own – what could be worse than Martha? – and partly in a barely acknowledged revolt against the soberness of her marriage.

And was a marriage ever more sober? she asked herself bleakly. Apart from fathering their children, which he saw as a duty – ‘be fruitful and multiply’ – a duty fulfilled without love or understanding, her husband had managed to stamp out, to crush, all those desires of the flesh which had been in him in those first few months. Madeleine was the only one of their children conceived in love and passion.

‘What about me?’ she had asked him once. ‘Don’t my feelings, my desires, count?’

He hadn’t answered. It shocked him that a woman should speak so openly.

The pretty names, the fierce pride with which Martha Bates brought up her children, insisting on good manners and proper speech, were part and parcel of her fight against the dullness and poverty which marriage had brought her. She could have put up with the poverty if theirs had been a loving partnership.

It wasn’t her husband’s fault that the mills in the Helsdon valley were so often on short time, that there were some weeks when the money he brought home wasn’t enough to feed them. That wasn’t his fault, and when he was on full time he earned more as an overlooker than did the hands: but what stuck in her throat was that before he handed over his wages he took out what he reckoned was due to the chapel. It was always a substantial proportion, enough to buy a good meal for the six of them, or a pair of new shoes.

‘God’s work must come first,’ he said quietly whenever she complained.

‘Not before my children’s stomachs,’ she protested. ‘What sort of god would take the food from the mouths of children?’

He never attempted an answer, nor did he change his ways.

Now, alone with her eldest child – Emerald and Penelope had reluctantly gone with their father to whatever duty called him – she looked with concern at Madeleine, saw the tears like diamonds against her delicately pink cheeks, the long curling lashes framing her dark troubled eyes. It seemed hardly fair that she looked even more beautiful when she cried, whereas Emerald and Penelope would quickly appear swollen-faced, pink-nosed and plain.

She held out her arms to her daughter.

‘Now come here, my love. Let me untie your bonnet ribbons, and take my handkerchief to dry your tears. Tell me what is the matter. Whatever can it be, to distress you so much? Surely George hasn’t been unkind?’

‘Oh no, Mam! George is never unkind. It’s not his fault, I suppose.’

Mrs Bates nodded. George Carter was the mildest young man, even-tempered, not easily put out. But Madeleine could be provoking, there was no doubt about that. In a way Mrs Bates would have been glad to have seen him show a little more spirit against her daughter. He was almost … well, dull! That wouldn’t suit Madeleine in the end, if anything was to come of their friendship.

‘It isn’t his fault,’ Madeleine repeated. ‘Yet it is partly. He simply doesn’t understand the way I feel. He doesn’t understand the least bit!’

‘Feel about what, my dear?’

‘Oh Mam, everything! Absolutely everything! What’s more, he doesn’t want to know. He thinks, he’s quite decided, I’m a certain kind of person, and I’m not at all. And he can’t see it, or he doesn’t want to see it.’

‘And what kind of person does he think you are?’

Did he know that her eldest daughter was volatile, self-willed, strong and resolute? All the things she wished she were – and was not? Did he recognize the rebellious spirit which lay beneath the pleasant nature, the affectionate disposition, the habitual obedience she had had to learn in this household? She thought probably not. And if he remained blind it couldn’t be a happy future for either of them. She had doubted from the first that he was the right man for Madeleine, but her opinions were never considered seriously, not when they conflicted with her husband’s, and he thought George entirely suitable as a future son-in-law.

‘He thinks I’m … gentle, meek … and … oh I don’t know …!’ Madeleine protested. ‘And he thinks I’m deeply religious, that I live for the chapel, just as he does, and Father. He thinks I’m like my father and I’m not. I’m not a bit like my father.’

She had stopped crying now, but she was every bit as angry. She would say just what she felt, even though it was only to her mother, even though her mother, for all the love there was between them, could do nothing at all about it. Her mother hardly ruled her own life, let alone the household.

‘Your father is a good man,’ Mrs Bates said loyally. ‘He works hard to provide for us all; he cares for us.’ She tried, at least, to bring up her children to respect their father.

‘I know he’s good,’ Madeleine said. ‘As for caring for us, well I suppose he does in his way – but the chapel is what he really cares about. If it came to a choice between the chapel and any one of us, we both know what would win!’

Mrs Bates glanced nervously at the open doorway, as if expecting her husband to materialize there, as indeed he might do any minute now. She didn’t relish Madeleine coming up against her father in her present mood.

‘Madeleine, you mustn’t speak like that about your father!’ she protested. ‘I can’t allow it!’

‘Oh Ma, why must I never speak? Why can I never say what’s in my mind? All the week I’m a servant and I have to mind my “p’s” and “q’s”, keep out of sight, not speak unless I’m spoken to, and when I come home for my Sunday afternoon, or for Wednesday evening class meeting I have to keep quiet again, pretend everything’s just fine. Well it isn’t!’

‘Very few of us can speak our minds,’ Mrs Bates observed. ‘Not people in our position, anyway. And if you want to tell me what’s biting you, which you haven’t done yet, you’d better get on with it. Your father will be home any minute. You said it wasn’t George, so what is it?’

‘Well a bit of it’s George,’ Madeleine admitted. ‘But only because he’s part of what I don’t like …’

‘Which is …?’

‘Chapel!’

She spat out the word. She was all defiance now, red lips pushed out, eyes sparking, head tilted back. Tendrils of dark hair had escaped from her usually neat coiffure and curled over her forehead and against her neck.

‘Chapel! Oh, my dear!’

She could not have chosen worse, Mrs Bates thought. Though she understood. She certainly did understand.

‘It’s not that I hate everything about it,’ Madeleine explained. ‘I don’t hate the people, for instance. Most of them are all right – though you’d have to admit that some of them are narrow and some of them are stuffy. But it’s summer, and I’m young, and every spare minute I have away from work has to be spent in chapel. Wednesday evenings, Sunday afternoons and evenings. No one gives a thought to what I want to do!’

‘You’re given a half day every Sunday just so you can go to chapel,’ Mrs Bates pointed out. ‘The Parkinsons are very good to you about that. Most servants only get a half day once a month.’

‘Well I’d rather have it once a month and do what I like with it,’ Madeleine persisted. ‘I’d like to walk over the moors, or save up and take the coach to Bradford. I’d like to visit friends, if I ever had time to make any. Anything but chapel. And tonight was the last straw. It was hot and stuffy and they droned on and on, all about what miserable sinners they are!’

‘What am I to do with you?’ Mrs Bates asked helplessly. ‘You can’t possibly stop going to chapel. You know that, my dear.’ It was a step no one in this family could possibly contemplate.

Madeleine crossed the room, turned her back on it and looked out of the small window into the street. It was a long street with identical terraces of small back-to-back houses on each side. They had been thrown up cheaply and quickly, by speculators, when people flocked to the West Riding to find jobs as factory hands in the wool trade. Already they were soot-black, and in need of repair.

The houses at the rear, and the privies and middens which served all the inhabitants, were reached by dim, odorous passages, where rats ran at night (and sometimes in broad daylight) and couples who had nowhere else to go did their courting. Madeleine was thankful to live along the front, and she tried never to have to go through to the privy after dark.

There were no gardens in Priestley Street, no sign of a tree. The house doors opened straight on to the pavement. The roadway was just wide enough for two carts to pass each other with difficulty, but between the cobbles on the road a few tufts of dirty green grass struggled for existence, a reminder that all this had once been green fields. Further down the road Madeleine saw two lines of washing strung across the street between the houses, the sheets hanging limp in the still air. That was Mrs Armitage, who refused to conform to Monday morning washday and did it whenever she felt like it.

Well I’m not going to conform, either, Madeleine thought. I’m not, I’m not! She turned away from the window.

‘All the same, that’s what I’m going to do, Mother. I’m going to go to chapel just every other Sunday, and I’m not going to class on a Wednesday. I’ve made up my mind and I’ll tell Father myself. I’m not afraid. I shall tell him the minute he comes in.’

But she was afraid: not of physical violence, for he had never laid a finger on her. He was not one of those fathers – and there were plenty in Priestley Street – who kept a leather strap handy, hanging on a nail by the fireplace, and used it whenever the mood took them. Her father had no need of physical violence. His will was strong enough to exact all the obedience he needed, and he had used his will, first on his wife, and then on each of his children since the day they were born. As a child Madeleine had thought that the will of God and the will of her father were one and the same thing.

‘I’m a child no longer,’ she said out loud. ‘I’m eighteen, almost grown up. I won’t be treated like a child. He can’t make me do something I don’t want to do.’

Mrs Bates shook her head in despair.

‘Madeleine, don’t talk like that. Remember that until you marry, you are subject to your father, as I was to mine.’

‘And then I’ll become subject to my husband,’ Madeleine said hotly. ‘Well I won’t, I just won’t!’ She had seen that in her mother’s life and she wanted none of it.

‘Why not discuss it with George before you speak to your father?’ Mrs Bates suggested. ‘Perhaps a compromise …’ She knew it was no use, even as she said it. ‘Compromise’ was a word not in her husband’s vocabulary.

‘I don’t need to discuss it with George,’ Madeleine said. ‘I know my own mind. Anyway, where is George right now? No doubt on his knees wrestling for my soul, instead of here, ready to back me up.’

There was not the slightest hope that he would support her. His ideas, his attitudes, were exactly those of her father. His good points were the same: his honesty, his faithfulness; but his not-so-good points were getting more like her father’s every day. No, she couldn’t rely on George in this instance.

It was twenty minutes before her father returned, each one of them seeming to Madeleine like an agonizing hour. She alternated between sitting upright at the table, nervously drumming her fingers on the scrubbed deal top, and running to the door to check if he was coming up the street.

‘If he doesn’t come soon I shall have to leave,’ she said. She had to be back at her job by nine o’clock, in time to serve the bedtime beverages.

‘Perhaps that would be just as well,’ her mother said.

‘No,’ Madeleine said firmly. ‘It would only postpone it. It’s no use you thinking I’ll change my mind. Good heavens, in any other house except this it would be such a small matter! Here, I shall be made to feel I’m an outright criminal. You know I will.’

Mrs Bates went into the cellar-head, filled the kettle, came back into the living-room and set it over the fire. It was far too hot for a fire, but they needed it for cooking and for heating the water. Her husband would want a cup of cocoa when he came in. She coaxed a little more heat into the cinders and then turned to Madeleine.

‘Well,’ she said slowly, ‘I’ve decided I shan’t try to make you change your mind, even if I could. I think perhaps you’re right.’ I should have been as brave as my daughter years ago, she thought.

Madeleine looked at her in astonishment.

‘Then you’ll back me, Ma?’

Mrs Bates shook her head.

‘I can’t do that my dear. I can’t set myself against your father. It wouldn’t be right. Besides which, I have to live with him. And I beg of you not to start on him before Emerald and Penelope have gone upstairs. I don’t want them worried.’

‘Nor do I,’ Madeleine agreed. ‘Of course I won’t.’

I’m weak, Mrs Bates thought. Why am I always weak? If she hadn’t been in the past, if she had taken her son’s side when he quarrelled with his father, for reasons very similar to Madeleine’s, perhaps Irvine wouldn’t have run away and joined the army under age and now be fighting in that hell-hole of Crimea. If anything happened to him she would blame herself.

When Joseph Bates arrived, preceded by his two daughters who ran into the house ahead of him, he stood for a moment in the doorway, filling it. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and though he was thickset there wasn’t a spare ounce of fat on him. At forty-three he was still handsome, with only a few grey hairs showing in his beard and in his dark curly hair. It was easy to see where Madeleine got her looks.

Mrs Bates went towards him, took his coat and hat.

‘The kettle’s on the boil,’ she said. ‘You shall have your cocoa in a minute. And some bread and dripping. Emerald and Penelope, get you off to bed. I’ll bring your cocoa up to you.’

‘But it’s still light. And I’m not the least bit tired,’ Emerald protested. She was fourteen years old and didn’t see why she should go to bed at the same time as Penelope, who was only ten.

‘You know you have to be up early,’ Mrs Bates said.

Much against her will, for she had sworn to herself that not one of her children should ever go into the mill, Emerald had been put in the spinning. She earned very little, but it helped, and since they worked in different mills, she and her father were not always on short time together.

‘You heard your mother,’ Joseph Bates said. He didn’t raise his voice. There was no need to. It was enough that he had said it. The two girls scuttled upstairs. He went and sat in the only armchair, which was always saved for him.

‘Mrs Chambers was pleased to see the children,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid she is no better, but I read a passage and we prayed with her. By the Lord’s mercy I think she was comforted. She is perfectly resigned now to whatever is His will.’

‘I had rather you had not taken Emerald and Penelope,’ his wife said. ‘They are too young to visit a woman as ill as Mrs Chambers. Besides, they might pick up something.’

‘No child is too young to visit the afflicted,’ Joseph Bates said. ‘And the Lord protects those who do His work.’

He turned to Madeleine.

‘I had half expected to find you gone. I trust you had a fruitful class meeting; that you were, as always, uplifted and strengthened by it?’

Madeleine took a deep breath. It was now or never. She felt sick, her inside churning. She turned and faced him directly. When she heard her own voice she was surprised that it sounded so strangely high-pitched.

‘On the contrary, Father, it was not at all fruitful – not in the way you mean. And I was neither uplifted nor strengthened by it. Quite the opposite, in fact!’

There was a split second in which she saw his face change; his mouth fall open, his dark eyebrows rise almost to his hairline. Then it was gone and he was outwardly back to normal.

‘I’m not sure what you mean, Madeleine. Did something go wrong?’

‘Nothing more than usual, Father. I hate the class meeting. It’s sanctimonious and boring, and the room is as stuffy as the people. Furthermore, I resent giving my free evening to attending it when there are other things I might do. I would like some life of my own for a change.’

The words came out in a rush. It had to be so, or she would lose her nerve. As she spoke she watched her father, and marvelled that he remained so calm.

There was a pause which Madeleine thought would go on for ever. Then he said:

‘I sympathize. I know how you feel.’

‘You sympathize?’ She couldn’t believe her ears.

‘Of course! I have been young, too. I’ve sat in the class meeting and wished to be out in the open air. But by the mercy of God I recognized these thoughts for what they were – temptations of the devil. And by His mercy and His mercy alone I was strengthened to put them behind me. As you will, my dear daughter. The days are gone when we were stoned in our meetings because of our faith, but the devil is no less active against us.’

‘You don’t understand, Father.’ With a great effort she kept her voice as calm as his was. ‘You simply don’t understand!’

‘Of course I do, my child. It is you who are mistaken in believing that there are parts of our life which don’t belong to God, parts which we can use for our own pleasure and satisfaction. It is not so. It is not the case at all. Every minute is His, to be used only in His service and to His glory.’

‘I can’t accept that, Father. I’m not denying God. I just want some part of my life which isn’t either spent in work or in chapel. And I have to tell you that from now on I shall not attend the Wednesday class meeting, not ever again.’

He still kept outwardly calm, but now she saw a muscle twitching in his cheek, and a tic beneath his left eye which he couldn’t control. She had observed this before and knew it was a sign that he was perturbed. So much the better, she thought. He would have to take her seriously.

‘Furthermore, Father, I shall not be going to chapel twice every Sunday from now on. I shall attend only every other Sunday.’

He looked at her with grave eyes.

‘The devil has you in thrall, Madeleine. The devil is never more active than in a Christian household, and he chooses for his targets those who are precious to God. But have no fear, Madeleine. I shall pray for you, and you yourself must pray to be delivered. Watch and pray.’ He held out his hand as if to take hers, to imbue her with his strength, but she would have none of it.

‘I have no feeling for prayer,’ she said sharply. ‘At present it means nothing to me.’

‘God will not punish you for lack of feeling,’ he said firmly. ‘He punishes no one for offences they can not avoid. We can not, on earth, attain to perfection. That belongs only to the angels. But we must try always to do so. And now my dear I think you should leave or you will be late for your duties.’

‘I’m going,’ Madeleine said. ‘I beg of you to believe what I’ve said, Father. I mean it.’

He sighed. Perhaps she was not well, or had a touch of the sun. Or perhaps she had that monthly curse of womanhood which made her sex from time to time so inexplicable and tiresome to his own.

‘I will believe you for the time being,’ he said. ‘And on your part you will understand, I am sure, that you must not come to this house on the Sundays when you have not first been to the Lord’s house. I have to think of the example you would show to your sisters. I cannot have their innocence corrupted.’

She burned with indignation. It was not so much that she planned to visit her home every Sunday, but to be denied it was another matter. And he was not treating her as a caring father might treat a daughter. He had given her the kind of pious platitudes he would hand out to a stranger. Was there no understanding in him?

She was about to leave when George came into the room.

‘At last!’ Madeleine said scornfully. ‘And now perhaps you will ask my father to repeat what I have just told him. I would like you to hear it too.’

‘Then I will walk with you to Mount Royd and you can tell me as we go along,’ George said.

‘No, thank you. I wish to be alone.’

She ran to the door and was almost out of the house when her father called after her.

‘God’s blessing on you! I shall pray for you. We shall all pray for you!’

‘Save your breath to cool your porridge!’ she cried. But she was too far down the street for anyone to hear her.


TWO

By the time Madeleine arrived back at Mount Royd, the Parkinson home, she was dog-tired – she had after all been on the go since five-thirty that morning – but curiously lighter of heart. She had not wanted to upset either of her parents, nor George for that matter. Poor George! But having made her decisions about chapel, having stood up to her father on a matter of such importance, though she had trembled all over at the time, she was now left with a deep sense of relief. She didn’t really believe, it couldn’t possibly be true, that he would ever forbid her the house.

The rage in which she had run out of her home in Priestley Street had subsided during the thirty-minute brisk walk between there and Mount Royd. She felt sad and sorry for her mother, though; as if she was somehow abandoning her. There was no let out for her mother. But perhaps she was happier with her family, restricted though her life was, than she would have been left a spinster in her parents’ home in that remote village. Who could tell?

Mount Royd was no more than a good long stone’s throw from Parkinson’s mill. It was an imposing house by West Riding standards: four-square, solid, well-proportioned; built at the turn of the century when George the Third was on the throne. The front of the house faced away from the mill, looking out over lawns and well-tended flower beds and, at the bottom of the slope, a belt of trees which, except in the bareness of winter, hid the valley and the river. From here the land climbed to the moors on the other side.

That was the front of the house. But from whichever room he cared to stand in at the back, Albert Parkinson could look out of the window at the comforting sight of his own mill. If he cared to employ the small but powerful telescope which he often had handy, he could even see what was afoot; who was coming and going, who was skiving off. He liked to keep an eye on things. It paid to do so. And now, happening to pause by a staircase window to look out, he saw Madeleine returning.

She was a nice lass, Madeleine Bates. A bit too tall, a bit on the thin side for his idea of feminine beauty, though as she walked across the yard he noted the uprightness of her carriage, the slight curve of her breasts against the gingham bodice, the swing of her hips under the wide skirt. She was also a good servant, which was no more than he would have expected from a daughter of Joseph Bates, who had been his weaving overlooker for many years.

He watched her enter the back door of the house, then he turned away and went to join his wife and daughter, and his wife’s relatives, in the drawing-room. He must try to stop this nonsense about them going to London, though he found it difficult to refuse his daughter anything once she made up her mind.

‘You’re nobbut in the nick o’ time,’ Mrs Thomas said to Madeleine as the latter hurried into the kitchen.

Mrs Thomas had been the Parkinson’s cook since before Madeleine was born. Over the years she had seen off more young servants than she could rightly remember, largely because of her sharp tongue; but Madeleine seemed, if not immune to the older woman’s gibes, at least able to cope with them, and sometimes to give as good as she got. She had stayed longer than any previous girl – six years now since she had left school at twelve.

‘It wants five minutes yet to nine o’clock,’ Madeleine said evenly. ‘Is the milk on?’

‘Aye, and likely to boil over if you don’t look sharp, young lady! I expect you’ve been dallying with that young man of yours?’

Without answering, Madeleine set the tray and made the cocoa. Mrs Parkinson and Sophia took cocoa every night, very milky and well-sweetened. Mrs Parkinson’s sister, who was visiting with her son, would also take it.

‘I’d best lay four cups and do the biggest jug,’ Madeleine said, ‘in case Mr David wants cocoa. Though I expect he’ll be hoping the Master will offer him a drop of his best brandy. Funny how the gentlemen always like a drop of brandy.’

‘Don’t criticize your betters,’ Mrs Thomas said. She said it a dozen times a day and it was like water off a duck’s back.

‘I’m not,’ Madeleine said. ‘I’m just saying, that’s all. I wonder what it tastes like?’ No intoxicant of any kind had ever entered the house in Priestley Street. She doubted whether her father had ever had a teaspoonful of brandy in his life.

‘It’s not for the likes of you,’ Mrs Thomas said. ‘Though I have to say it’s comforting against the wind, and a specific for the diarrhoea. But don’t let me ever hear of you taking a sip or there’ll be ructions!’

‘Chance would be a fine thing!’ Madeleine retorted as she manoeuvred the heavy tray through the kitchen doorway. ‘Seeing that it’s always kept under lock and key and the Master keeps the key on his watch chain. I’d have to knock him down!’

‘And don’t be impertinent!’ Mrs Thomas called after her. But Madeleine was climbing the steep, narrow stairs which divided the servants’ domain from that of their betters.

When she entered the drawing-room, her arms almost breaking under the weight of the tray, David Chester sprang to his feet to give her a hand. She rewarded him with a smile and he thought, not for the first time, what a pretty girl she was. Not beautiful, like his cousin Sophia, of course. Her features were a little too large, too defined. But nice enough for all that. Some fellow was going to be lucky. He wondered if she was walking out with anyone.

The three ladies, deep in conversation, did not even raise their heads. Mr Parkinson was already drinking his brandy, and not looking best pleased about something or other, Madeleine thought.

‘I declare I don’t know what I shall wear,’ Sophia was saying. ‘Everyone in London is sure to be exceedingly smart. And there’s no time at all to have anything made!’

‘Perhaps your papa will take you shopping in London,’ her aunt suggested coyly. ‘They say the shops there have to be seen to be believed. Far grander than Bradford or Leeds!’

Albert Parkinson glared at his sister-in-law. Why did she have to put her two pennyworth in? His daughter’s head was already stuffed full of nonsense.

‘I’m going to London for the wool sales,’ he said. ‘I shall have no time for traipsing around women’s shops.’

‘That will be all for tonight, Madeleine,’ Mrs Parkinson said. ‘You may go to bed now.’

‘I’ve got news for you, Mrs Thomas,’ Madeleine said, back in the kitchen. ‘They’re going to London. The Mistress and Miss Sophia with the Master. I heard them talking about it.’

‘You’ve no call to be listening to private conversations,’ Mrs Thomas said automatically.

‘I wasn’t actually listening. I was pouring the cocoa. But you know how they go on, just as if the likes of you and me didn’t exist.’

‘The Master won’t like it,’ Mrs Thomas observed. ‘He likes his little trips on his own. So when are they going?’

‘I don’t know. Soon – because Miss Sophia was saying she wouldn’t have time to get any new dresses. I must say, the Master didn’t look all that happy.’

‘Well I dare say it’ll be all go from now on,’ Mrs Thomas said comfortably.

She can afford to sound smug, Madeleine thought. I’m the one who’ll have the extra work. Sewing, washing, ironing, packing.

‘So what was your class like this evening, then?’ Mrs Thomas enquired. ‘I hope you’ve come back a better girl, fitter for work!’

‘I’m always fit for work,’ Madeleine said coldly. ‘I do my work whatever else. I work from morning until night.’ Sometimes, when she lay in bed at night, every bone and muscle in her body ached with fatigue.

‘Hoity-toity! Well it hasn’t done your temper any good it seems. I thought it was supposed to make you all sweetness and light. Not that I’ve ever been a chapel-goer myself. I’ve never had the time. You’re very lucky that the Master gives you the time off, my girl. I hope you appreciate it.’

‘I do. And I hope he appreciates the way I work extra hard to make up for it,’ Madeleine said sharply. ‘Nothing goes undone that I’m responsible for.’

So would she be allowed the three hours off on Wednesday evenings when she no longer spent them in going to chapel? But would anyone – the thought flashed into her mind – actually know that she wasn’t in chapel? Couldn’t she just leave the house and return at the usual time, no one any the wiser? It was a great temptation, which she must try to put from her. The habit of honesty, inconvenient though it was going to be, was too deeply ingrained in her to be ignored. But she would keep quiet for now. She didn’t want an inquisition from Mrs Thomas. It was none of her business anyway.

‘Perhaps you’ve quarrelled with your young man?’ Mrs Thomas persisted. There was something not quite as usual about the girl, something in her attitude. She’d sensed it as soon as Madeleine marched into the kitchen – and she prided herself on getting to the bottom of things.

‘I haven’t,’ Madeleine snapped. ‘And he’s not my young man.’

‘Oh pardon me, I’m sure! Excuse me for speaking! I thought you and George Carter were walking out. I thought you had an understanding.’ I think I’ve hit the nail on the head, Mrs Thomas said to herself. A lover’s tiff. Now what about, I wonder?

‘We were never walking out,’ Madeleine said. ‘We were simply in chapel together, and since he lodges with my parents, we walked home together. Would you have expected us to have walked home separately?’

‘No call to be sharp with me!’ Mrs Thomas said. She was quite enjoying herself. It had been a dull day so far.

‘I’m sorry. And we don’t have an understanding, as you call it. Or at least I don’t. If there is one, it’s in everybody else’s heads.’

The truth suddenly dawned on her. Of course that was it! It was her family, the people in chapel, George himself, who had taken this for granted. She had simply gone along without giving it much thought. Nothing definite had ever been said between herself and George, and they had done nothing except walk to and from chapel together. Perhaps George had assumed something more, but if he had, well serve him right for taking her for granted. If necessary she would spell it out for him next time they met, in a kindly way, of course; though in the circumstances who knew when that would be? Anyway, he was better out of it, just as she was, and he’d soon come to see that. The two of them were even worse matched than her mother and father.

‘Well you could have fooled me,’ Mrs Thomas said. ‘In my young day if a man walked a girl home from chapel it was as good as a declaration. How times change!’

‘They certainly do!’ Madeleine agreed.

She felt sure that times were going to change for her, from now on. She was suddenly free; free of everything which had held her down. But no, she thought, not everything! She was still a servant, tied by the need to earn a living and to help support her family, to carry out other people’s wishes, obey their commands. The only way to escape that was in marriage, and at this moment marriage was the last thing she wanted. It was simply another form of slavery.

‘I think I’ll go to bed,’ she said. ‘I’m tired out. Good night Mrs Thomas.’

‘Good night then. And mind you get out of the right side of the bed in the morning, my lady!’

Madeleine was fortunate in having a bedroom entirely to herself. The rest of the domestic help, mostly wives of factory hands, came in daily from Helsdon, except for William Drake, who looked after the horses, drove the carriage, and lived over the stable. Madeleine’s bedroom was at the top of the house, under the roof, and hardly bigger than a cupboard; in fact its twin was the box-room. The walls sloped steeply so that she had to be careful not to crack her head against the ceiling. In winter it was bitterly cold, the window thick with ice crystals, but this evening all the heat of the long, hot summer seemed concentrated within its four walls.

She opened the small window as far as it would go, though not before first snuffing her candle, for she was terrified of the large moths which flew in from the garden. She was never quite sure which frightened her more, the moths which came seeking the light, or the mice which scuttled around in the dark. Either way, she was ready to duck under the bedclothes at a second’s notice.

But now, before getting into bed, she leaned over the window-sill, viewing the darkening landscape, trying to get a breath of air. Although her bedroom faced the mill and the town, there were few lights to be seen. Helsdon folk went to bed in good time. There was little to do in the evenings, and anyway they had to be up early. Also it cost good money to light the lamps, and money, except for the few, was always short.

Somewhere out there was Priestley Street. Emerald and Penelope would be asleep; her mother would be lying on one side of the double bed and her father, no doubt, would be on his knees by the side of the bed, saying his lengthy prayers. She supposed he would be praying for her. She wished him no harm, she couldn’t help but be fond of him, but if his petitions included her return to the fold, then she hoped God would know better and would not answer. She didn’t even think of George.

Somewhere out there also was the whole of Helsdon, and beyond that a bigger world of which as yet she knew nothing. But one day she would, she was sure of it. She turned away from the window, climbed into the narrow bed, and was asleep in minutes, before the first mouse began to stir.

Sophia was in a ferment of preparation. She had tried on every dress in her wardrobe at least twice, and was satisfied with none of them.

‘They’re going to look so old-fashioned,’ she complained to her mother. ‘Oh I do so wish there’d been time to have something new made! But in any case, who in Helsdon could possibly make anything fit to wear in London?’

‘Miss Compton usually serves us well enough,’ Mrs Parkinson said placidly. ‘She’s a good little seamstress. I don’t have cause for complaint.’

Miss Compton came twice a year, in the autumn and the spring, and made their gowns for the coming season.

‘Oh Mother, of course you don’t!’ Sophia said impatiently. ‘You don’t care about being fashionable, but I do. It’s different for me.’

What she meant, and both women knew it, was that her mother was in her late forties and was short and fat, whereas eighteen-year-old Sophia, though no taller than her mother, was slender as a wand and at the same time deliriously curved in the right places. She was also as pretty as a picture with her auburn curls, fine features and milky skin. She had the best of both worlds, for she had inherited her mother’s stature and frame – underneath the fat Mrs Parkinson was as delicately boned as Sophia – and her father’s good looks and thick auburn hair.

‘I would rather be comfortable than fashionable any day of the week,’ Mrs Parkinson said.

‘I dare say,’ Sophia agreed. ‘But I wouldn’t.’ She was prepared to suffer untold agonies for the sake of her appearance.

Now she surveyed herself critically in the looking-glass, her head on one side, her lips pursed.

‘So what do you think, Mother? Can I possibly be seen in this thing?’ She was wearing a hooped skirt in fine, peach-coloured lawn, with panels at the side, and across the front from waist to hem, rows of deep frills. The bodice was close fitting, with frills at the cuffs and a neckline higher than she would have liked. She was well aware that her bosom was one of her best features, but Helsdon society didn’t favour a display of too much flesh.

‘I think you look quite delightful,’ Mrs Parkinson said truthfully. ‘And with your little hip-length jacket if the weather should turn cool, and your bonnet retrimmed, you’ll be as pretty as a picture.’ Privately, she was convinced that her daughter would outshine anything London had to offer.

‘Oh well, I suppose it will have to do,’ Sophia said disconsolately. ‘And I suppose to go to London without the right clothes will be just about better than not going at all. I can’t tell you how much I long to go to London!’

‘You have,’ Mrs Parkinson said. ‘About a thousand times. Though how you persuaded your father I shall never know. Of course he’d never have agreed if Cousin David hadn’t been able to come with us. Your father won’t have the time to escort us, so we must be grateful to David.’

‘Cousin David is only too happy to escort us,’ Sophia said. ‘I dare say he’d accompany us to the ends of the earth if need be!’ He was in love with her, and had been since she was in the schoolroom.

‘I’m aware of that,’ her mother said. ‘Sometimes I think you take advantage of him. Why don’t you two make a match of it?’

‘Well for one thing he hasn’t declared himself yet,’ Sophia answered. ‘And I don’t want him to because I can’t make up my mind.’

She wanted to be married, of course; to have her own establishment. And David was kind, and very good-looking. The Chesters didn’t have much money – Aunt Fanny was widowed – but her father would see to all that.

‘Well don’t keep him waiting too long. He’s an attractive young man and you might not be the only pebble on the beach.’

‘And I dare say there might be other fish in my pond,’ Sophia said. ‘Anyway, never mind all that now. What about my bonnet? Straw bonnets are still in, but this summer the straw must hardly show under the lace and flowers, so it will have to be vastly retrimmed. You would think Papa would buy me a new one for the occasion!’

‘It’s very generous of your father to take us,’ her mother pointed out. ‘Sometimes you expect too much of him.’

‘It gives him pleasure to make me happy,’ Sophia said complacently. ‘That’s why I can’t understand him being so mean on this occasion. You’d think he didn’t want us to go to London.’

It was quite true that Albert Parkinson didn’t want his family to accompany him. It would be deuced awkward. He didn’t go to London just for the wool sales. If that had been so he could have sent someone else instead of going so regularly himself. Most men in his position sent someone to buy for them. No, it wasn’t the sales. It was Kitty. She was, and had been for three years now, his chief reason for going to London. She drew him like a magnet. Not that he was prepared to upset the apple cart at home, of course. His wife was a nice enough woman, dutiful and faithful; moreover she was the mother of his daughter. But their marriage had early on drifted into a placid relationship. For all her prettiness – which had now largely left her – his wife had very little passion. Kitty was quite different.

Walking home from the mill at the end of the afternoon he thought about her. He usually walked to and from the mill. It wasn’t far, and he could do with the exercise because he had a tendency to stoutness. He often took his spaniel bitch, Bobbin, for similar reasons, and sometimes as they walked, he talked to her about whatever was on his mind. If any dumb animal could understand, then Bobbin could.

‘I’ll not go to London without seeing her,’ he said now. ‘I’ll not miss out on Kitty!’

At first when he met her he’d almost forgotten her between his visits; she was just someone who belonged to the other world of London. But it wasn’t so now. He thought about her a lot, especially as the time for each trip drew near. He longed for her warm disposition, her manifest joy in seeing him, almost as much as for the warmth of her bed.

‘I’ll not give her up,’ he said firmly to Bobbin. ‘I’ll not give her up, not even for one visit!’

And then, after dwelling on Kitty’s charms, soon to be experienced, his mind turned, as it usually did in the end, to business. He was a worried man. He didn’t show it outwardly. That wouldn’t do. People in the West Riding lost confidence in you if you went about with a long face, and they were sharp to notice. You had to keep up appearances, do things in style, appear successful. He’d always been able to do that, it was something to do with his natural swagger.

Of course he wasn’t without a bob or two, and he had the mill – the best worsted mill in Helsdon by a long chalk, and turning out some of the finest cloth in the West Riding, which meant in the world. He wasn’t as big as Titus Salt, nobody was; they said his mill covered six acres and he needed 3,500 hands to run it. But Titus wasn’t in Helsdon, thank goodness.

The last year or two had been very difficult indeed. The price of wool, especially the price of ‘long’ wool, which they needed for the worsted, had been all wrong, still was. The war in the Crimea hadn’t helped. People in business had been jumpy; had lost confidence because of it. Perhaps I’d have been better in the woollen trade, he thought. It was different from the worsted; they used the sharp staple and turned out coarser, thicker cloth; to his way of thinking, inferior. But they were the ones who’d made money supplying uniforms for the war; it was wool that was in demand here.

Like most of the worsted mills, Parkinson’s had been on short time a lot in the last few years. It had been bad for him and worse, he supposed, for his millhands. He didn’t know how some of them managed. He’d had to go to the bank to help him out more than once when the bills were due. He didn’t like being in debt to the bank.

‘Oh well,’ he said to Bobbin. ‘I dare say it’ll all come out in the wash!’

And here they were, home, and he was ready for a good meal, a bit of nice mutton for preference. And the day after tomorrow he’d see Kitty. It would be too late when they arrived in London, but the day after, nothing would keep him from her, choose how.

Albert Parkinson wasn’t the only one to be worried by the war in Crimea. That very morning, when Madeleine came down from clearing the breakfast, Mrs Thomas said:

‘There’s a letter for you, my girl. From foreign parts. Your brother, I shouldn’t wonder.’

‘Where is it? Give it to me!’ Madeleine said quickly. She snatched the letter from Mrs Thomas’s hand.

‘Oh, Mrs Thomas, it is from Irvine! I can recognize his hand. Oh please may I read it straight away?’

‘You may, my girl,’ Mrs Thomas said graciously.

As Madeleine read the words scrawled on the scrap of paper, her lips trembled and tears came to her eyes. Oh, it was so awful!

‘Nothing bad, I hope?’ Mrs Thomas asked.

‘Oh, Mrs Thomas, you wouldn’t believe …! It’s dreadful! It was written in the winter and it’s taken all this time to get here. I just hope things have improved.’ But from what they had printed in the Bradford Observer she thought it was unlikely.

‘He says …’ She read the letter aloud to Mrs Thomas, who was unable to read.

‘It gets colder all the time. Two men perished from the cold coming back from Balaclava, and last night a man got frostbite in both his feet and will have to have his toes amputated. We’re short of ammunition, there’s hardly any food, and it would break your heart to see the condition of the poor horses. Tell Ma I’m well but don’t tell her the rest.

Your loving brother …’

Tears choked her and she was unable to finish.

‘Oh, Mrs Thomas, it’s so awful! And Irvine never could stand the cold. Not even in Helsdon!’

‘There, there,’ Mrs Thomas soothed her. ‘Don’t take on, love! That was just when he wrote. He’ll not be cold now. It’s the summer. He’ll be as warm as toast.’ More like as hot as hell, poor lad, she thought to herself.

‘How am I going to tell my mother without showing her the letter?’ Madeleine cried. ‘If I say I’ve lost it, or thrown it in the fire by accident, she’ll be furious with me!’

‘Better than worrying her with the truth,’ Mrs Thomas advised. ‘But why wouldn’t the lad write to his mother?’

‘Because he quarrelled with my father. He’d be afraid my father would see the letter first, and open it and keep it from her. But I don’t think my father would do that.’

‘Well you can slip home to see your mother after they’ve set off for London tomorrow,’ Mrs Thomas said kindly. ‘Now, dry your eyes and get back to work. Work’s the best cure for sorrow. And try to look on the bright side. They say Sebastopol’s bound to fall soon and then the war’ll be as good as over.’

Madeleine dried her eyes on her apron.

‘Thank you, Mrs Thomas. I have to pack for Mrs Parkinson and Miss Sophia. I suppose I’d best get on with it.’

For the next hour she smoothed and folded and packed the trunk Mrs Parkinson and Sophia would share between them. Dresses, hose, nightshifts, caps; petticoats laundered stiff as boards with Colman’s starch; gloves, slippers. How could anyone need so much for just four days? There were more clothes going into the trunk than Madeleine had possessed in a lifetime. But she was too sad and dispirited to feel any envy. She would have traded everything she had ever owned just to hear that Irvine was safe and well.

‘Oh, isn’t it all exciting?’ Sophia cried – then stopped at the sight of Madeleine’s face.

‘Why, is something wrong Madeleine? You don’t look yourself.’

‘It’s my brother, Miss Sophia. I’ve had a letter from the war.’

‘He’s not …?’

‘No, miss. Leastways he was alive and well when he wrote it, but that was in February. But it’s very nasty out there.’ And for all I know, she thought miserably, he might be dead. But she must pull herself together. It didn’t do to think like that.

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Sophia said. ‘And thankful my brother’s not old enough to fight in a war.’ Roger Parkinson was fourteen, staying at the moment with new friends he had made at his boarding school.

‘Yes, miss. I can’t see Master Roger wanting to go for a soldier.’ Nor could she Irvine, he’d been such a quiet boy – but he’d gone.

There was a knock at the bedroom door and Mr Parkinson entered. When he looked at the trunk, piled high now beyond the rim, his reaction was the same as Madeleine’s.

‘Why in the world do you want all that stuff for four days?’ he demanded.

‘You never know, Papa,’ Sophia said. ‘It’s hot now but it might turn cool; or it might rain. We might go somewhere quite smart, or we might go boating, or to the theatre. I can’t possibly wear the same outfits for everything!’

He caught sight of Madeleine and for the first time ever noticed what she was wearing: wide skirt in grey cotton – though the skirt was nowhere near as wide as his daughter’s – with a grey cotton bodice, buttoned up to the neck, and on her head a white cap. Did she ever wear anything else? He’d never noticed. He supposed she must have something else to go to chapel in. But then the circumstances were different. His daughter, though inclined to be extravagant, had more needs than the maid. But having looked at Madeleine he noticed the unusual sadness in her face, and since he was a kind man, he spoke to her.

‘Is something wrong, Madeleine?’

When she told him about Irvine he said, ‘Does your father know? Would you like to go down to the mill and tell him?’

Madeleine shook her head.

‘My mother will tell him presently,’ she said.

‘Very well.’

He turned to Sophia. ‘You must see you’re totally ready at nine o’clock in the morning. Drake will be waiting to drive us to Leeds for the London train, and if you keep us back we’ll risk missing it, and that’ll be the end of your trip, young lady!’

‘I’ll be ready on the dot,’ Sophia promised.

‘Well see you are,’ he said. ‘Madeleine, you’d better keep her to it.’

‘I will, sir,’ Madeleine replied.

At five minutes past nine the next day, with everything packed and secured, they were ready to drive away. Madeleine, who had helped to arrange the ladies’ voluminous skirts in the carriage, stepped back to wave them off. She felt in better spirits this morning, lively enough to wish with all her heart that it was she sitting there in the carriage, setting off for London town. Oh
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