
		
			[image: Cover image for A Woman of Fortune]
		
	
		
			
        [image: Penguin Random House]
      
    
	
		
			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

			Since winning the Catherine Cookson Prize for Fiction for her first novel, The Hungry Tide, Val Wood has become one of the most popular authors in the UK.

			Born in the mining town of Castleford, Val came to East Yorkshire as a child and has lived in Hull and rural Holderness where many of her novels are set. She now lives in the market town of Beverley.

			When she is not writing, Val is busy promoting libraries and supporting many charities. In 2017 she was awarded an honorary doctorate by the University of Hull for service and dedication to literature.

			Find out more about Val Wood’s novels by visiting her website: www.valwood.co.uk

		
	
		
			Also by Val Wood

			THE HUNGRY TIDE

			ANNIE

			CHILDREN OF THE TIDE

			THE GYPSY GIRL

			EMILY

			GOING HOME

			ROSA’S ISLAND

			THE DOORSTEP GIRLS

			FAR FROM HOME

			THE KITCHEN MAID

			THE SONGBIRD

			NOBODY’S CHILD

			FALLEN ANGELS

			THE LONG WALK HOME

			RICH GIRL, POOR GIRL

			HOMECOMING GIRLS

			THE HARBOUR GIRL

			THE INNKEEPER’S DAUGHTER

			HIS BROTHER’S WIFE

			EVERY MOTHER’S SON

			LITTLE GIRL LOST

			NO PLACE FOR A WOMAN

			A MOTHER’S CHOICE

			A PLACE TO CALL HOME

			FOUR SISTERS

			THE LONELY WIFE

			CHILDREN OF FORTUNE

			WINTER’S DAUGHTER

			FOSTER’S MILL

		
	
		
			Val Wood

			

      A WOMAN OF FORTUNE

		  [image: Penguin Random House]
    
	
		
			To my family with love, and for Peter as always.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			1860

			Lydia stood dutifully by the front door, holding Nicholas’s top hat and mentally counting to ten while he put on his topcoat, took the hat without looking at her and adjusted it in the mirror, giving it a final tap with his forefinger. Then he turned, smiled, and gave her a peck on the cheek.

			‘I hope you have a good day, m’dear. I’ll see you at about five.’

			She smiled and nodded. How surprised I’d be if you didn’t arrive until half-past, she thought. Why, the heavens might fall. You’re just like Papa. She recalled seeing her father go through the same ritual with her mother as her childhood self watched from the stairs. Was that why Papa introduced us? Did he recognize something of himself in his new employee? Nicholas had applied for a post as a legal secretary with her father and came with excellent references: he was bound for great things, her father enthused, and invited him for supper especially to meet his daughter. Her mother was charmed by him, her father thought he had great potential, and somehow, Lydia mused, I was swept along in their wake.

			She waited now in the doorway, saw the hired hackney roll up, and watched her husband routinely greet the driver, step inside the carriage and lift his hand to her as the driver raised his whip to touch the horse’s flank and away they went. Turning from the door and closing it behind her, she emitted a deep sigh of discontent as she did every weekday. On Saturdays and Sundays Nicholas had a different routine. I think I’ve made a big mistake.

			‘I’m going out,’ she said out loud. ‘I’m bored, and I’m not staying in all day.’ Lydia had developed the art of talking to herself if Maggie, the maid of all work, and Cook were not there, not that either had many conversational skills when they were. This morning Maggie, who had flexible hours and was paid accordingly, had not yet arrived, though as Lydia moved away from the front door she realized that Cook was already in the kitchen, preparing food for the day. Anything left over for the next would be put in the cold larder, which had a wire mesh meat safe where normally a window would be. The former residents had had it fitted. Such a clever idea, Lydia had thought when they first came to view the house. It keeps the flies out and the food cold.

			When Lydia and Nicholas had married almost three years before they had moved straight into this pretty three-bedroomed cottage, a wedding present from her parents. It was a mile away from the nearest village and on the outskirts of the old market town of Beverley, where she had been born. Used to a much larger family home, Lydia had decided that life in such a restricted space wasn’t conducive to having live-in servants; she would have been too tempted to chat to them as she had done in her parents’ house.

			‘I’ll drive to see Emily,’ she said. ‘She’s due to give birth very soon, or so she said, so she might be glad of company.’  Lydia didn’t mind being alone, but she had enjoyed her time at boarding school and missed the company of friends. She had considered that she would make local ones; but there were few residents in this quiet hamlet and so she was pleased to be able to visit Emily, who was only a short journey away.

			She changed now into a plain grey silk dress that reached her ankles with a slight fullness, sought out a smart red velvet waistcoat and a matching bonnet of the same material to cover her ears, and completed her outfit with a woollen cape, as the March weather was still rather unpredictable.

			Her mother had advised her on her marriage that during the day she should wear a lace cap at home so that she was tidy in case anyone should call. Lydia had nodded and murmured, but completely ignored her mother’s advice. She did not, she considered, want to wear anything that was fashionable; I am my own person and will not follow a trend of what others might be doing.

			She was about to go towards the stable block at the rear of the cottage to bring out Frisky the pony and let his donkey companion, Janet, into the paddock where she could safely roam while they were away when Maggie came rushing through the gate. ‘Sorry, ma’am,’ she said breathlessly. ‘I can’t believe that I overslept. I’ve never done that afore in my life.’

			‘It’s allowed, Maggie,’ Lydia said mildly. ‘That’s why we agreed on flexible hours. You do look a little tired, though; do some dusting and sweeping and leave the laundry for another day.’

			‘Thank you, ma’am. Thank you.’ Maggie gave a nod in lieu of a dip of her knee, as Lydia had advised, saying there was no need for it every time they spoke – especially, she had thought, considering the maid’s arthritic knees.

			The journey to Bishop Burton, where Emily and her family lived, took a mere twenty minutes in the trap, and she enjoyed the drive. She was pleased that she had insisted on having her own transport. At first Nicholas had raised some objections to her driving alone, but she had promised she would not drive the trap after dark, and he had eventually agreed.

			The weather was sunny, though with a crisp breeze, when she reached the ancient village, where, it was said, an Archbishop of York had lived aeons ago, so giving it its name.

			She pulled up at the front of the house, which was much larger and grander than hers and Nicholas’s. A young lad working on one of the flower beds came to her aid, tipping his cap, and led the pony and trap away to be tethered. She looked up and saw that one of the front bedrooms had its curtains partly open. That was Emily’s room, she was quite sure, and she went up the stone steps to the door. It was open, so she knocked and stepped inside.

			Jane, Emily’s personal maid, called out from a lower staircase. Lydia could just see the top of her head. ‘Go on up, Mrs Mercer,’ the girl called. ‘We’re not standing on ceremony today. I’ll bring tea up shortly.’

			Lydia smiled and walked across the hall to mount the wide oak staircase. This was why she loved coming here. The Horners’ household was never stuffy and starchy or conventional, and they were always welcoming.

			‘Twins!’ Lydia gazed in astonishment at her friend, in bed after the birth of two babies the evening before, both now tucked up one at each end of the cot, and clasped her hands together. ‘Both boys! Oh, Emily. They are darlings! But you, you poor dear. Was it really dreadful? But worth the trauma!’ she added hastily.

			Emily sighed and remarked languidly, ‘Well, I have done this before, if you recall?’

			‘But not two at the same time!’ Lydia exclaimed. ‘At least there was a year between Simon and Edwin. You had time to recover.’ Lydia actually had no idea how long it took to recover from childbirth, but thought that a year sounded all right. ‘What names will you give them? Or perhaps Gideon will choose – has chosen?’

			‘Mm, no, I doubt that very much. In any case, he hasn’t seen them yet and doesn’t know that there are two.’

			‘Doesn’t know! Is he away? Couldn’t someone have telegraphed on your behalf?’

			Emily nodded slowly, and yawned. ‘I suppose, but there’s no hurry, and in any case he couldn’t have rushed home. He’s in York on business. Something to do with cattle.’ She stretched, lazily. ‘I’m a farmer’s daughter, don’t forget; I don’t actually need him here. He’ll know that I’m all right.’ She gave another huge yawn. ‘Although I am exhausted. You’d have thought the doctor would have known, wouldn’t you? The midwife did; she said weeks ago that there were two and Dr Tennyson disputed it. So, have you had a word with Mrs Bower yet?’

			‘No! Nor have I told Nicholas that I was going to speak to her.’ Lydia looked away, gazing towards the window rather than facing Emily. ‘There’s nothing to discuss in any case. I’m rather embarrassed.’ She looked back, pink-faced. ‘He’d be embarrassed too, I think.’

			Emily smiled. ‘Surely you’re not serious? You’ve been married for – what, two years? Nearly three? Ring the bell please, will you, there’s a dear. I’m gasping for water, or tea – anything!’

			‘I’ll go down for it.’ Lydia got to her feet and went to open the bedroom door, revealing Jane, with a tray in her hand, about to reach for the doorknob. ‘Shall I take that?’

			‘No you will not, ma’am, thank you. We don’t want this lot spilling over.’

			The maid headed towards a round table by the window and poured two cups of tea from a large teapot, added milk and two sugar lumps to one cup and stirred it, and carried it over to her mistress. She placed the cup and saucer on a small chest by the bed and took a shawl from the top drawer.

			‘Now, ma’am, let’s have you up a bit. No, not too much,’ she added, hooking Emily under her arms and gently bringing her to a sitting position, whereupon Emily groaned and wrapped the shawl about her shoulders. ‘There,’ Jane murmured, handing her the tea. ‘A cup that cheers. Midwife’s having a cup down in ’kitchen; she says she’ll be off as you’re all right, and she’ll be here again in ’morning, unless you need her for owt meantime, when of course you must send for her.’ She lifted her head and listened; a door had opened and closed. ‘That’ll be Mr Horner – sounds like his tread.’ She smiled broadly. ‘I wonder what he’ll say to having two more lads, eh?’

			‘Don’t tell him, Jane!’ Emily warned. ‘I’m going to surprise him.’

			‘He can have my cup,’ Lydia said quickly. ‘I’ll come down and have one with you, Jane.’ She didn’t want to intrude on the moment that Emily’s husband discovered that he had two more sons.

			She was still on the landing when the large form of Gideon Horner loomed in front of her at the top of the staircase and huffed out a breath. He’s not very fit, she thought.

			‘Now then, my dear,’ he puffed. ‘How are you? It’s Mrs Brown, isn’t it?’

			‘Erm, n-no,’ she stammered, and shook her head as a vision of Gideon Horner in his nightshirt climbing into bed alongside Emily floated in front of her. ‘It’s – it’s Lydia Mercer.’

			‘Of course it is, of course. Been to welcome the new baby, have you? Has it arrived? Another little Horner, eh!’

			She smiled and nodded. Best not to speak, she thought, I’ll probably give the game away; and immediately burst out that Emily looked very well – considering.

			‘Oh, she’s a game girl,’ he said heartily. ‘Comes from good stock. And how’s your husband? Jonathan, isn’t it?’

			She opened her mouth to say, no, his name is Nicholas, but the men had only met a couple of times so the mistake was excusable, she thought. Before she could say anything Jane came out from Emily’s bedroom and greeted her employer.

			‘Mrs Horner is having a cup of tea, sir. There’s one already poured, if you’d like it, and I’ll bring up another pot.’

			‘Yes, thank you, Jane, just the thing, and a little cake or something, if Cook has anything handy.’

			‘I’m sure she will have, sir.’ Jane dipped her knee and she and Lydia hovered on the top step, waiting for the bedroom door to close. Almost immediately, a great roar echoed behind it and they both smiled, Lydia holding her hand over her mouth to stifle her laughter as they heard ‘Good God, woman, we could start our own army! Whatever were you thinking of?’.

			They didn’t stay to hear Emily’s reply but hurried down the stairs. ‘I’ll join you in the kitchen, Jane, if Cook doesn’t mind.’ Lydia gave a chuckle. ‘A quick cup of tea and then I’ll be going; I’ll come back another day. Will you tell Mrs Horner?’

			‘Yes, ma’am, and Cook won’t mind at all. I’m sorry I didn’t bring tea up earlier. I wasn’t expecting Mr Horner just yet.’

			Lydia noticed that Jane’s lips were quivering and her voice was wavery as she opened the door to the kitchen, and began to laugh herself in order to allow Jane to do the same.

			Whatever was she thinking of? Did he – surely he doesn’t think – yes, he must; he thinks that it’s the mother can choose if her child will be male or female. What? As if we women can decide on anything!

			She glanced at Jane, who was wiping her eyes, then at Cook who was gazing at first one and then the other with an enquiring frown above her eyebrows, and finally at the midwife, Mrs Bower, who was shrugging into her coat, a half-drunk cup of tea going cold on the table.

			‘We’re laughing at something Mr Horner said,’ Lydia explained. ‘He’s so very jolly, isn’t he?’ She knew it would be perfectly acceptable for her to mention Mr Horner’s misconception but not for Jane, who was in his employ; or at least, she thought, not in front of a visitor.

			Jane took a breath and wiped her eyes on her apron again; and then her nose on a clean handkerchief she’d taken from her pocket. ‘Yes, indeed, ma’am, he is. Very jolly. Mr Horner’s requested cake, Cook,’ she added with a little hiccup, ‘to have with his cup of tea.’

			Cook bustled to the kettle, shook it gently and then put it back on the stove. ‘I’ll make a fresh pot, Mrs Mercer, if you’d like to take a seat? Kettle won’t tek long to boil. Will you have another, Mrs Bower?’

			‘No, no, thank you,’ the midwife replied, picking up her large leather bag. ‘Must be off. I have another mother to see to. Mrs Wade,’ she explained, turning to Lydia. ‘You’ll no doubt know her? Good day, Mrs Mercer.’ She nodded, and Lydia was quite sure that her eyes roved all over her, from shoulders to toes.

			Lydia drank her tea for politeness’ sake as much as anything, but it was hot and strong and rejuvenating and she thanked Jane and Cook sincerely before leaving by the kitchen door. The pony in his harness was cropping on a patch of grass close by the yard.

			She turned him gently round by the bit and then, hitching up her skirts, climbed into the cart, shook the reins and trundled down the long drive, sorry to leave so soon after arriving. When she reached the gate to the lane, she turned and looked back at the lovely old house, its mullioned windows reflecting back the bright sun.

			Emily had married money, although her father, a gentleman farmer who worked the land alongside his farm workers, was not without wealth himself. He it was who had decided that the house they lived in was too big for him and his wife now that their children had left home, and had handed it over to Emily and her husband when they married, whilst he and Emily’s mother moved to a smaller, more convenient residence. Convenient, that was, for him with his few wants, but not for his wife, who had liked to entertain.

			Lydia was the only daughter of a professional lawyer with a practice in Beverley, and her mother came from highborn though penniless gentlefolk in a western county. Lydia was born in a town house on the edge of Beverley and had lived there until her marriage to Nicholas, who had a keen brain but not much personality and little charisma, deficiencies which she had somehow missed before agreeing to marry him.

			Remarkably, as she and Emily were born in the same area, they had first met at a ladies’ college in Herefordshire, where they had been sent at seventeen after home schooling. Both were eager to be independent and free of male domination, but their subsequent marriages had scotched that idea completely. They had, though, remained firm friends.

			The babies are lovely, Lydia pondered as she took the green and narrow lanes towards home. Would I like children? she thought. Are they essential to married life? They keep a woman in her place, her place being at home. Emily will be happy and satisfied, for despite our youthful discussions about being equal to any man it plainly isn’t true, and just considering a profession or occupation would be impossible even if it were. At least Emily knew that by marrying the benevolent Gideon Horner she would face no difficulties whatsoever in ordering her household exactly as she wished.

			But Lydia, who still longed for independence, realized that for her it would never be quite the same; and besides, she thought, Nicholas doesn’t seem to be in the least interested in begetting children, which is an extremely difficult subject to discuss with him, for although he occasionally comes to my bed he offers nothing but a chaste kiss before returning to his own, and I am left thinking that he does not desire me in the least.

			She reached the short narrow track off to her right that led down to the Wade family’s cottage, less than half a mile from her own. As the midwife had reminded her, Mrs Wade, when Lydia had last seen her, was heavily pregnant; her husband was a carpenter working for a local company and had done a few tasks for the Mercers when they’d first moved into the cottage. Lydia often wondered how the family survived, for he couldn’t have been earning much; his employer wasn’t known for his generosity, and would certainly not pay a wage that would be enough to feed all their young children and another to come.

			She turned to drive down the track. There was nothing urgent waiting for her at home, and although Matthew Wade seemed disinclined for small talk, and rarely greeted her with anything but a nod and a finger-tap to his forehead if he happened to be at home when she called, Mrs Wade was very pleasant, even though she often looked weary.

			She pulled in near the gate and saw the midwife’s dog cart at the door. She climbed down from the trap just as a stream of children rushed out of the house, almost falling over each other; the youngest of them, still an infant, was being carried by the eldest girl and was opening her rosebud mouth as if about to cry when she saw Lydia and stopped.

			‘Hello!’ Lydia smiled at them; they were very attractive children despite their hair being tangled in unruly curls, and the two boys muddied to the knees. They all stared at her, and then the eldest girl dipped her knee. Alice, Lydia remembered.

			‘Ma’s having a bairn,’ Alice said, though Lydia hadn’t asked. ‘She can’t come down. Midwife’s here.’

			‘Yes, I recognized her pony. Is your father home?’

			Alice shook her head. ‘He’s working fer ’gaffer today; he’ll be home at teatime.’

			‘Oh! So who is looking after you?’

			They all turned their eyes towards her, then one of the boys spoke up: ‘We can look after us selves,’ he maintained. He must have been all of seven, or eight at most, Lydia considered.

			‘Me. I look after ’em.’ This was Alice again. ‘I’m ’eldest, so Ma said I could be in charge.’

			‘Ah, of course. You’re Alice, aren’t you?’

			Alice bobbed her knee again. ‘Yes’m,’ she mumbled. ‘I saw you ’last time you come.’

			‘I remember,’ Lydia said. ‘Alice, if I hold the baby, could you call up to Mrs Bower and tell her that Mrs Mercer is here and wants to know if there’s anything that I can do for her?’

			Alice hesitated. ‘Baby Mary needs changing; she’s a bit smelly. I don’t think you’d like it. Ben can hold her.’

			‘Aw!’ This was the boy who said they could look after themselves. ‘Do I have to? She’s right stinky.’

			‘Tell you what, I’ll go in,’ Lydia said decisively. ‘I don’t think your mother would mind.’ She strode off into the house and looking up saw a short stairway leading up to what must be the bedroom, for she could clearly hear Mrs Bower’s voice. To her right was a room with a low fire burning.

			She called up. ‘Mrs Bower, it’s Lydia Mercer. I’m on my way home but called to ask if there’s anything I can do to help?’

			Mrs Bower came out of a doorway and silently shook her head. ‘You could fetch Mr Wade home if you know where to find him, or drive to ’doctor’s house on ’top road and ask him to come.’ She lowered her voice. ‘It’s urgent.’

			‘I know them both,’ Lydia murmured. ‘Mr Wade works for Stephenson, doesn’t he?’

			Mrs Bower nodded and returned to the bedroom, and Lydia went back outside to speak to the children. ‘I’m going to drive to fetch the doctor and pick up your father. I’d like Ben to come with me, if you wouldn’t mind, Ben. You could show me the way.’

			Ben’s mouth formed a startled oh, but she guessed he would be pleased, and she thought that perhaps Alice might be able to handle the younger ones better without him there getting into mischief. She could certainly see mischief written all over him.

			‘Are we going in ’pony’n’trap?’

			‘We are, so are you ready? We’d better be off.’

			With a quick glance at Alice for approval he jumped into the trap and grabbed the reins, which Lydia firmly took from him. ‘You can drive part of the way when we come back, Ben, but right now we have to hurry and fetch the doctor to look at your mama.’

			‘My ma? She’s onny having a babby, she’s not poorly.’

			‘Who said so?’

			‘Ma did.’ He looked up at her and blinked, his lips parted. ‘She’s used to having bairns; there’ll be six of us wi’ next little un. I counted,’ he said. ‘I’m second. Our Alice was ’first, an’ then me. Charlie and Lily are next, cos they came on ’same day, and then it’s Mary. She’s still onny a babby; she’s not got any ears yet, I don’t fink.’

			‘Not got any years, do you mean? She does have ears.’

			‘Yeh, that’s what I said.’

			She smiled. ‘So Charlie and Lily are twins, are they? I didn’t realize that.’ Lydia urged the pony on with a flick of the reins.

			‘I fink so,’ he answered, folding his arms. ‘They came out of ’same egg. Have you ever seen a double yolker? From a chicken, I mean?’

			‘Erm …’ Her voice quivered as she hid a smile and thought she’d never again feel the same about eating a double-yolked egg for her breakfast. ‘Yes, I have.’

			They hadn’t travelled very far when Ben called out, ‘Look!’ He stood up and pointed at someone coming towards them. ‘That’s my da.’

			‘Please sit down, Ben; you’ll disturb the pony if you move around in the trap.’

			‘But it’s Da,’ he said, and waved his arms. ‘What’s he doing coming home now?’

			‘I don’t know, but do keep still, or I’ll have to stop.’

			He sat down again and folded his arms in front of him as his father approached. ‘Da,’ he shouted. ‘We’re coming to fetch you.’

			Matthew Wade came to Lydia’s side of the trap. ‘What’s up? Where’re you going wi’ Ben?’ He sounded angry.

			‘I – I was coming to fetch you; Mrs Bower asked me to. Then I’m going on to ask the doctor to call. Your wife is unwell, Mr Wade. I brought Ben with me so that Alice could manage the other children.’

			He stared at her. ‘Tek Ben wi’ you to fetch ’doctor, Mrs Mercer, if you will, please. I’ll be off home.’ He threw his rucksack into the back of the trap and set off at a run.

			He’ll probably be there faster than I can drive. She pondered for a minute, then shook the reins and went on as quickly as she considered safe, hoping very much that she would find the doctor at home. When they reached the house, she gave Ben strict instructions to stand by the pony’s head and keep him calm before going up the steps and knocking the shiny brass knocker on the heavy oak door. To her relief, Dr Tennyson opened the door himself. ‘Mrs Mercer! Good day to you. How can I help you?’

			Explaining the situation, Lydia thought she saw some disquiet in the doctor’s expression. ‘Have you seen Mrs Wade yourself to ascertain her condition?’ he asked.

			She shook her head. ‘It was Mrs Bower who asked if I could fetch you. She intimated that it was urgent, so I’ve alerted Mr Wade and he’s on his way home.’

			‘Mm,’ he said. ‘Well, the child is early, and Mrs Wade is not in good health. If you could go back now, Mrs Mercer, to entertain the children, I’ll saddle up and overtake you.’

			‘Very well, doctor,’ she said, and went back down the steps. Gathering up the reins, she showed Ben how to turn the pony round, and within a few minutes the doctor cantered past on his way to the Wades’. It seems as if it is very urgent, she pondered as she watched him ride by, but there’s nothing more I can do; Mrs Bower and the doctor are in charge.

			‘Come on, Ben.’ She gave him the reins. ‘You can drive for some of the way.’

			The boy beamed. ‘Giddy up,’ he called to the pony. ‘Let’s head home.’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			When Lydia and Ben arrived back at the Wades’ house, the children were playing outside and the doctor’s horse was tied up to the fence. Ben jumped down and ran to his sisters and brother, calling out in excitement, ‘I drove ’pony! By myself, not wi ’missus helping me.’

			The younger children looked up with interest; Alice was sitting on a wooden stool with Baby Mary on her knee. ‘Clever boy,’ she murmured lethargically. ‘Well done. Da’s home.’

			‘I know that,’ Ben said excitedly. ‘I saw him first; we’d have been home afore him, but we had to go and fetch ’doctor.’ He turned for the door. ‘I’m going in to see Da and tell him I drove ’pony on ’way back.’

			‘We’ve not to go in yet.’ Alice roused herself. ‘He’s talking to ’doctor.’

			‘So why can’t we go in?’

			‘Cos Da said so,’ she answered crossly. ‘Just shut up a bit, will you? They’re talking!’

			Ben gave an exaggerated sigh and began walking about, kicking at stones with the toes of his boots.

			‘Ben, come here a minute. Ben!’ Lydia leaned on the trap. I really should be going home, she thought. I think I’ve missed lunch. I wonder if the baby has been delivered? Mrs Bower must have gone; her dog cart’s not here. ‘Your father will say when you can go inside,’ she said calmly when Ben came unwillingly towards her, but she had the uneasy feeling that all was not well.

			The door opened and Dr Tennyson came out, closely followed by Matthew Wade. ‘Here’s Mrs Mercer,’ the doctor said. ‘Perhaps she will know of someone.’

			Lydia glanced at Matthew Wade. His face was grey, and his hair was standing on end as if he’d been running his fingers through it. ‘I doubt it,’ he said, his voice cracking as if he could barely get any words out. ‘We’ll leave it to ’midwife. Reckon she’ll know if anybody does.’

			‘Know what?’ Lydia asked.

			Mr Wade licked his lips. ‘Of a wet nurse; somebody who’s mebbe just had a new-born and has milk to spare.’

			For a minute, she didn’t understand what he meant, too uninformed regarding pregnancy, birthing and everything that went with it to construe his words into something she could understand. Can Mrs Wade not feed the child herself? She went hot with the embarrassment of even thinking of such things with Mr Wade standing there staring at her, let alone the doctor, pondering with his chin in his hand.

			‘You’ll have to give him a bottle if we don’t find anyone,’ Dr Tennyson said suddenly. ‘Warm boiled water will do for now. Mrs Bower will show you what to do; she said she was coming back.’

			Matthew Wade nodded; he seemed to be in a daze. ‘I know what to do,’ he mumbled. ‘I’ve got five other bairns.’

			Lydia stood up straight. ‘Could – erm, could you tell me what’s happening? I’ll have to get home soon, so if I’m not needed here … ?’ She glanced at the doctor, who stared silently back at her, and then looked to Matthew Wade, who also seemed to be struck dumb. At last, the doctor spoke.

			‘The child was safely delivered,’ he murmured, ‘but I’m sorry to say that Mrs Wade didn’t survive.’

			Didn’t survive? Meaning … Lydia felt faint and hung on to the side of the trap; she glanced at Alice, who was frowning and staring at her father as if she didn’t know him. Baby Mary was wriggling, trying to get out of her grip. Suddenly reality sank in and Lydia stepped forward. ‘Give Mary to me, Alice. Your father needs you now.’

			The baby looked at Lydia in astonishment as Alice handed her over, and reached for the feather in her hat. Seeing her playing with it contentedly, Alice slowly went to her father, and he put his arms out to pull her close to him.

			Lydia had never seen such a show of affection from father to child as she saw now, although no words were spoken between them. Alice appeared to understand what had happened to her mother, and her father was comforting her, his cheek on the top of her head. Lydia felt a tug on her coat, and looking down she saw that Ben was holding on to it. He too was watching his father, but the twins were playing their own game of pat-a-cake and seemed unconcerned.

			The rattle of a cart stirred everyone and Dr Tennyson looked up. ‘Ah!’ he said, and his relief was palpable. ‘Mrs Bower. You’re back! Any luck?’

			The midwife came through the gate. ‘Yes, I think so, sir,’ she said, catching the tail end of his question. ‘A young woman in yon village. She said she’d come; she’s just waiting on her ma to bring her in ’cart. Too far for her to walk; she’s onny just a week from childbed herself, but she has plenty o’ milk to feed two.’

			Lydia had the sense that she had arrived in an unknown world. Surely the young woman should be resting at home, not traipsing out to feed someone else’s child as well as her own? She swallowed hard. But what do I know? Nothing, and I can’t help anyone.

			Mrs Bower was still talking in a low voice. ‘Undertaker will be here in an hour, sir,’ she was saying. ‘He said he’d be quick as he can.’

			‘Did he say how much?’ Matthew mumbled.

			‘He said not to worry about it for now,’ Mrs Bower murmured. Lydia felt she was in a bad dream and wanted to wake up and be gone, but she couldn’t: she was glued to the spot.

			‘Mrs Mercer.’ Matthew Wade had come up to her and was taking Baby Mary from her arms. ‘I’m sorry you’ve come at this difficult time,’ he said quietly. ‘Please leave if you wish, and I thank you for your kind assistance.’

			She felt tears trickling down her face and found she couldn’t speak immediately. ‘I’m so very sorry for your loss, Mr Wade,’ she gulped, her voice cracking. ‘Is there anything I can do? Could I perhaps take some of the children to stay with my husband and me for a while?’

			He gave a sad smile and shook his head. ‘No, thank you. We’ll stay together as a family and welcome ’new babby; and ’children, or some of them, must say goodbye to their mother – Alice, and perhaps Ben, so they will see that she’s onny sleeping, and can tell the younger ones so.’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Nicholas was at home when Lydia arrived back at the house, exhausted and tearful. She left the pony hooked up near the gate, still harnessed to the trap, and stumbled towards the front door. She felt she had left the Wades too soon, yet there was nothing she could have offered, apart from the suggestion that she should take the children; no other proposal of assistance, for what else could she have done? She had no personal experience of such a dreadful occurrence, no understanding of death; only the passing of one of her mother’s aunts whom she had never met.

			‘Wherever have you been?’ Nicholas sounded piqued and querulous as he met her at the door. ‘Do you know what time it is?’

			She shook her head; she had no idea at all. Mid afternoon, perhaps? Time seemed to have no meaning; all she could think of was Matthew Wade’s haunted look as he had gazed at his children, and Alice, who instinctively knew that her mother was gone and had moved towards her father to both give and receive comfort. Poor child. Lydia took an intake of breath, a sob that couldn’t be contained. Even young Ben seemed to know that something beyond his understanding had happened and came to her, an adult, for protection.

			She walked past her husband and sat down on the sofa, not even taking off her coat or gloves.

			‘What is it, Lydia? What has happened?’ Nicholas came to sit beside her, reaching for her hand and taking off the glove. She reached up with her other hand and removed her hat, tossing it on to the floor.

			‘Mr Wade’s wife died giving birth to another child,’ she whispered. ‘I saw the midwife whilst visiting Emily, and then … and then on the way home I saw her dog cart at the Wades’ cottage and decided I’d call to ask how she was.’

			‘How who was? The midwife?’

			‘No,’ she said sharply. ‘Mrs Wade!’

			‘Wade the carpenter, is that who you’re talking about?’ He frowned. ‘Do you know them?’

			‘A little. I’ve seen Mrs Wade sometimes when I’ve been visiting Emily. She’s been delivered safely of twin boys,’ she added.

			‘Who has?’ he said, exasperated. ‘Lydia! Tell me what you mean. You’re not making sense!’

			She told him about Emily, reminding him that she already had two boys, and then got to her feet, saying that she’d ask Cook to bring him a pot of tea. ‘I’m going upstairs,’ she added. ‘I’m feeling unwell.’

			She went to see Cook about the tea first, as she knew she would be waiting for instructions. Like Maggie, she didn’t live in, but came in every day to prepare the meals, sometimes leaving something ready for Lydia to cook after she had left. Lydia asked her now if she had time to bake a cake, one that would keep well in a tin; and maybe a few biscuits. ‘My mother is coming for tea tomorrow,’ she added appealingly.

			Cook sighed. She wasn’t easily persuadable, but she had met Mrs Mercer’s mother and knew what a stickler she was, and nodded. ‘Very well. I’ll mix ’cake now, ma’am, and perhaps you could bake it later? I’ll write down instructions for how long, and how hot ’oven should be, so that by tomorrow it’ll be cool and ready for slicing.’

			‘Thank you, Cook. Perhaps my mother will think I’ve made it,’ she said weakly, but a frown on Cook’s forehead warned her that she’d said the wrong thing. ‘I’m joking,’ she added hastily. ‘My mother will know without any doubt that I haven’t.’ Her eyes filled with tears. How could she even have thought of joking after such a terrible tragedy had occurred?

			‘Perhaps I’ll teach you one day, ma’am,’ Cook offered, mollified. ‘If you really want to learn.’

			Lydia drew in a breath; Cook rarely chatted about anything, and she was astonished. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Baking is one of the most desirable skills that anyone could wish to have, but it has never been suggested that I should learn, and even my mother has never been taught. Yet all women are expected to marry and keep house and put food on the table, whilst men come home at the end of the day and simply expect to be fed.’

			‘Not all of them, ma’am,’ Cook replied stoically. ‘Some men have to learn if they’re left without a wife or a daughter or some other obliging female relative. My pa learned when my ma died. I was seven and we learned together.’ She gave a rare smile. ‘His Yorkshire puddings were allus better than mine.’

			At this, Lydia burst into tears and told her what had happened to the Wades.

			‘Do you know them well, ma’am?’

			‘Hardly at all.’ Lydia reached into her pocket for a handkerchief. ‘I’ve met Mrs Wade and the children before – in passing, you know – but I don’t really know Mr Wade. He certainly seems to dote on his children, but I do wonder how he will manage to look after them all.’

			‘There’ll be others who’ll grieve with him over ’loss of his wife, I dare say. I’ve heard she was an amiable woman. Perhaps if you were to call from time to time, tek a cake or something for ’bairns? But he wouldn’t want charity, that’s for certain.’ She filled the kettle with water as she spoke and put it on the range, and Lydia suddenly remembered that she had told Nicholas she would ask Cook to make a pot of tea. She’d completely forgotten about it.

			‘I’m sorry to take up your time, Cook,’ she said, ‘but will you make a cup of tea for Mr Mercer, please? And have I mentioned that Mrs Horner has given birth to twin boys? That’s where I was earlier.’ She knew that Cook had worked for the Horners on the occasion of their marriage, when they had given a big celebration party and taken on temporary local kitchen staff.

			‘Well, I never,’ Cook exclaimed. ‘Am I mistaken or do they already have two young bairns?’

			‘They do,’ Lydia agreed, ‘two boys.’

			‘Then there might be some baby clothes that they’ve grown out of,’ Cook said astutely. ‘Boys and girls are dressed up just ’same when they’re little.’

			‘Are they?’ Lydia said vaguely. ‘I didn’t know.’

			‘Oh, aye, nightgowns and such. Boys don’t get breeched until they’re three, or four, sometimes five. Mebbe ask Mrs Horner if she has anything her bairns have grown out of that you could give to ’new motherless babby at ’Wades’. She wouldn’t mind, I’m sure.’

			Lydia nodded. She won’t, I’m quite sure of it. Emily’s very generous. I’ll call again. Oh! Not tomorrow, as Mama is coming; drat! Emily and I had so little time today. I’ll drop a card to ask if I may come later in the week.

			Cook said she’d make a cup of tea for Mr Mercer and take it in to him before she left, but she didn’t offer to make one for Lydia. I can hardly expect her to, Lydia thought as she went up to the bedroom, took off her coat and hung it up in the wardrobe; she’s a cook, not a maid.

			She stretched out on the bed. I feel so useless, not knowing what to do; as an unmarried young woman I knew nothing of real life, nor heard anything of real people and their struggles. She paused to recall the look of love that Matthew Wade had given his eldest daughter, who though still a child herself already had responsibilities, and now the new baby would add to them. Perhaps there were grandparents who might help her, but if there weren’t what would she do?

			Nicholas tentatively opened the bedroom door. ‘Is it safe to come in?’ he asked. ‘Will I disturb you? Cook’s gone.’

			He had such an anxious look on his face that she couldn’t help but smile. ‘You won’t disturb me,’ she said softly. ‘I’m so sorry, it’s just that I was so upset about Mrs Wade and I couldn’t do anything to help, except drive for the doctor, who couldn’t save her in any case.’

			Nicholas sat on the side of the bed. ‘You drove to fetch the doctor?’

			‘Yes. The midwife asked me to. I took young Ben with me,’ she added. ‘He’s so full of mischief I thought it best for Alice to have fewer children to look after.’

			‘And Alice is? A friend? A neighbour?’

			She shook her head. ‘The eldest girl. She’s about ten or so, I think. There are twins, too, and a little girl – I don’t know, eighteen months, or two years or something!’

			She heard Nicholas give an exclamation beneath his breath. He got up and looked out of the window. After a moment, he turned round. ‘It seems to me, Lydia, that you were very helpful, despite the doctor’s not being able to do anything. You might have given the poor woman a chance by going to fetch him; it wasn’t your fault that he wasn’t able to save her. She must have been worn out, with so many children.’

			‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I’m so ignorant about these matters. I know nothing. Absolutely nothing!’

			His eyebrows lifted, as did his lips. ‘I don’t know much either,’ he said, ‘certainly not about babies.’ He unbuckled her shoes and slipped them off, then reached to unroll her stockings and murmured, ‘Unless you have any books on your bookshelf?’

			‘Nicholas,’ she breathed. ‘We’ve been married for nearly three years; we should know about procreation. Emily has been married for the same length of time and has four children already. It’s ignorance of life that I’m talking about. I’ve never been expected to know how other people live, or understand how they survive.’

			He’s not listening, she thought as he stretched out beside her, his eyes closed and his hand on her thigh. If I need to know about life, and I do, I’ll have to find out for myself.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Lydia’s mother was due to arrive by hackney carriage at two the following afternoon, and was being collected at three thirty; she often said that no one could ever accuse her of overstaying her welcome. The length of a visit to her only daughter was never more than two hours, to friends and confidantes no longer than half that, depending on how well she knew or for how long she could tolerate them.

			Lydia had given Cook’s cake mixture another stir and baked it in the side oven as instructed; when it had cooled she had sliced it in two and filled the middle with buttercream.

			‘There,’ she muttered to herself. ‘If Mama thinks I’ve made it, she’s sure to find something wrong, like not enough butter in the mix, or she’ll tell me it’s a little sad, so should I say that Cook made it and let her say it’s not up to her usual standard? Do I care enough either way?’ But she knew that she did care; to receive the smallest compliment from her mother would be rather nice, and quite unprecedented.

			She prepared a table between two easy chairs near the front window and put a small bowl of spring flowers, snowdrops and sprigs of winter jasmine on the wide windowsill, taking care to leave enough room for a tray of tea and crockery. Maggie had cleaned the hearth, given the brass fender a rub and polished the furniture that morning, and there was a cosy smell of wax polish and a warm flickering fire of wood and coal. Lydia plumped up the cushions and put a few more pieces of coal from the copper hod on the fire. ‘There,’ she murmured, glancing around. ‘I can do no more. It’s a cosy little house and I’m rather fond of it.’

			When she looked up, she saw the hackney draw up at the gate and her mother alight from it, not waiting for the driver to help her down. She’s quite agile, Lydia thought as she went outside to meet her, but so she should be – she’s only forty-five.

			She greeted her mother warmly. ‘You look nice,’ she said. ‘A new hat?’

			‘Yes, indeed.’ Her mother patted her head. ‘A new shop in Beverley. I thought that as spring is almost here I would take a look and I saw this. I love the colour; what do you think?’

			Lydia was astonished that her mother would ask her opinion; had she at last realized that her daughter was a grown-up? ‘It’s delightful,’ she declared. ‘The colour suits you very well.’ The felt hat, which had just a short cream veil, was a very pale shade of green that lifted the grey of her mother’s cape. ‘Come along in, do; don’t catch a chill. It’s still quite cold.’ She took the cape from her mother’s shoulders and hung it up, then opened the door into the warm front room.

			‘It’s rather a charming little house, isn’t it?’ her mother said, looking around. ‘I don’t suppose you miss having more bedrooms, and at least you have a separate dining room. It’s fine for the time being.’ She left a short, significant gap, which Lydia instantly filled.

			‘Three bedrooms are quite sufficient,’ she said, ‘considering we have a large bathroom and a separate water closet.’ Which her parents didn’t have, in spite of their much larger house. ‘Perhaps you might consider converting your small bedroom too, if you could persuade Papa,’ she added, knowing that would be like a red flag to a bull.

			‘Oh, I can do as I wish,’ her mother told her. ‘Your father doesn’t take any interest in how things are, as long as he’s comfortable.’ She paused for a moment. ‘He’s had some thoughts, though. Shall we have tea first, dear? I’ll then enlighten you on something.’

			‘Of course.’ Lydia rose from her chair. ‘The kettle is on low, and you might like to try my cake.’ Her mother’s eyebrows rose as Lydia left the room.

			Whatever does Mama mean to tell me? Lydia wondered as she waited for the kettle to come to a full boil. She enjoyed making tea, and coffee too; she had only learned how to do it since coming to live in this cottage. Then she brought the cake out of the larder, where she had put it in the meat safe away from flies, and having sliced it carefully put it on a pretty plate and carried the tray into the dining room. ‘There, Mama,’ she said, putting down the tray and offering her a slice of cake. ‘What do you think of that?’

			‘I’m astonished!’ her mother exclaimed. ‘Did you really make it?’

			‘Well,’ she prevaricated, ‘most of it. I asked Cook to mix it for me, because the balance of ingredients is so important, but I gave it a stir and put the tin in the oven to bake. The proof will be in the eating, of course.’ She watched her mother choose a small slice and take a bite, and felt like a child again waiting for her approval.

			Her mother chewed and swallowed, and then looked at her. ‘I’m astonished!’ she said again. ‘It’s lovely, my dear. Whoever would have thought it?’

			‘Not I,’ Lydia admitted, thinking that it wasn’t much in the scheme of things, and probably nowhere near what the child Alice could achieve under far more difficult circumstances.

			They both began to speak at the same time, and Lydia laughed. ‘You first, Mama,’ she said, fingering a spot of cream from her lips and transferring it to her tongue. ‘About Father?’

			Her mother took a sip of tea, and then sighed. ‘Yes, your father. He’s considering retirement.’

			‘Retirement! But he’s not yet fifty. Surely—’

			‘I know, and he’d be under my feet all day. He’d want to know where I was going and what I was doing; I’d have to be pandering to his needs all day.’

			Lydia nodded. It was true, she would; but what would it mean for Nicholas? He wasn’t yet qualified to take over the practice, but would he wish to work for anyone else?

			‘Why?’ she asked. ‘I thought he enjoyed his role, especially now he has Nicholas to assist him – and Nicholas will be taking more exams later this year. Surely Papa won’t give up the practice altogether? Not yet, at least. Later he will be able to leave Nicholas in charge.’

			‘I don’t know what he intends to do. He won’t discuss it with me; he says that it’s men’s business and I won’t understand it.’

			‘That’s very demeaning,’ Lydia replied, annoyed.

			‘I suppose he’s right, though,’ her mother admitted. ‘I wouldn’t. Why should I take an interest in something as dry as law?’

			‘Because it affects all of us, Mama, not only men.’

			‘Not me it doesn’t,’ her mother replied petulantly. ‘Your father looks after everything important. I don’t have the bother, except of course the household requirements – the servants, the groceries and so on, you know.’

			Lydia sighed. ‘Yes, Mother,’ she said, ‘that really must tax you.’

			‘It does,’ her mother said, and reached delicately for another slice of cake. ‘Men just don’t realize how much women have to do. Is there more tea?’ she added.

			Lydia got to her feet. ‘I’ll make another pot.’

			‘You really should have another maid,’ her mother called after her. ‘For when you have visitors, you know.’ She didn’t hear Lydia’s sigh, or her mutter of ‘You’re my mother, not a visitor!’

			They had run out of conversation by three o’clock, and her mother began to gather her things together. ‘I’d better be off,’ she said. ‘Your father might be home early and wonder where I am.’

			‘Did you not mention that you were visiting me?’

			‘No, I didn’t. He’s not interested in my day.’

			‘But what about the carriage? What time did you tell the driver?’

			‘Oh, I think I said half past three. Ah! Here he is.’ She was looking out of the window. ‘What excellent timing. He’s very good, you know – you might try him sometime.’

			‘I can hardly do that when he’s based in Beverley,’ Lydia murmured. She saw the carriage waiting outside the gate and went to fetch her mother’s cape. ‘And you forget, I have my own transport.’ Even if it is only a pony and trap, she thought. It suits me very well, and I think I’ll use it again today.

			When her mother had gone she quickly cleared away the tea tray, then ran upstairs to take her long navy coat from her wardrobe and change her slippers for outdoor shoes. Picking up a navy and grey hat, a pair of gloves and a handbag, she was ready, running lightly downstairs and wondering whether she should, or should not, take the remains of the cake.

			No, she decided. The Wades’ neighbours would surely take essentials to them. They would know the family much better than she did, even though the few cottages nearby were not exactly next door to one another.

			Frisky, when she took him from the field behind their house, lived up to his name and was ready for some exercise; the trap was lightweight and easy for him to pull, and he never objected to it. She locked the house and set off on her mission, which was to find out when Mrs Wade’s funeral would take place.

			Pulling up outside the Wades’ cottage, she saw that the door was open and could hear the sound of children’s voices. Assuming that they were under the care of a neighbour, she was tying Frisky to the fence when Ben came racing outside. He stopped when he saw her and stared for a minute before lifting his voice and calling out, ‘Da, Da! Missus is here. Can I go wi’ her?’

			As driving young Ben wasn’t her intention, she shook her head, and stepped through the gate, closing it carefully behind her. ‘Is your father at home, Ben?’

			‘Yeh, he is. He’s not going to work today – ’gaffer said—’

			‘That’s enough, Ben. Go
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