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      With a sickening ache in my chest, I climbed the narrow stairs to my parents’ bedchamber as silently as I could on the creaking boards. Standing before the door, I gripped the handle and fought down a wave of nausea.

      Nothing I had ever said to my cold, silent father lying inside this room had ever seemed to stir his heart. How I wished my brothers had lived so this burden would have fallen on them instead of me. I was certain my father felt the same.

      Finally, a familiar numbness covered me like a cool wet blanket, and I welcomed it. It gave me the shield I needed to knock on the door and enter the little sour-smelling bedchamber.

      He was asleep, as he usually was these days, his ruddy face pockmarked with lesions that never healed, his breath ragged from a throat constantly parched. I crept to the bedside and took a long look at him, trying to remember what he’d looked like before his illness.

      The only times I could remember my Scottish father, the town tailor, ever being close to happy was after a customer paid their bill in full. Then, though he never smiled, his face would lighten a bit. He would press his lips together in a satisfied way and puff out his broad chest with a deep inhale. Then he would place the money in the little tin box under the floorboard and go back to his normal emotionless self.

      I had never been able to truly please him, though I tried hard every day of my life. Both of my older brothers had died young, one as an infant and the other at the age of four from an infection. When I was old enough to thread a needle, I’d worked my tiny fingers until they were raw, my girlish mind trying to understand what he wanted from me. I made a heroic effort each day to see that satisfied look on his face when he examined my work. It never happened.

      And now he was desperately ill, no longer able to work at all. It had begun gradually. First his eyes had become red and the skin on his hands irritated. Then he’d complained of strange pains in his stomach and was always asking for tea. Over the last few months, he’d grown worse and worse, until just the week before he could bear it no longer and took to his bed.

      The doctor did what little he could but was unable to identify the disease. I was terrified Father would die and my mother, sister, and I would soon be doomed to the workhouse to live destitute, until we also succumbed to illness and joined him in the churchyard.

      “Dah,” I whispered, half desperate now to rouse him. “Dah, I’ve come to say good night.”

      His swollen eyelids flickered, and he wheezed a long exhale.

      “Dah, it’s Cairy. Do you want a drink of water?”

      At this his eyes opened a bit more, and he looked at me coldly. “O’ course, lass. Help me up.”

      I supported him behind his shoulders and held a glass to his cracked lips. It didn’t seem to matter how much salve Mother put on them, they were always raw. He drank painfully, then waved off the glass, and I laid him back down. He was much lighter now. The pain in his gut had killed his appetite. My heart threw off its mantle of numbness and gave way to a convulsion of pity.

      “Dah, I’m going to start working for Mr. Arnison like you wanted me to. I leave for Penrith in the morning. It’ll be very early. Would you like me to come and say goodbye or let you sleep?” I knew what the answer would be even before voicing the question.

      “Nay, lass. We’ll be sayin’ goodbye now.” His Scottish burr was ever present, though his voice was hoarse and rattled.

      Unexpectedly he took hold of my arm and pushed me toward the chair my mother now slept on every night.

      “Set ye down now and listen carefully.” His red eyes looked at me long and hard as I waited, holding my breath.

      “You’re going to that man Arnison now. He ain’t the type o’ man to put up with any feckless lass. Ya mustn’t shame your family. Ya keep your wits about ya and do all he says, eh?”

      I nodded, my eyes wide. I had not heard him speak so many words to me in a long time.

      He lay back with an exasperated sigh. “Ah, if only your brothers had lived, none o’ this t’would be happening now.” His eyes found mine again as he took a staggering breath to continue. “You’re nothing but a lass, Cairstin, and no lass will ’er be paid as much as a man.” His voice cracked, and he hacked out a series of dry coughs.

      I reached for the water again, but he held up his hand.

      “You’ll ne’er be able to earn enough to keep us all living here and fed. It’s best you find yourself a husband to take ye, and mind ya, find one ’tis fat with full pockets. ’Tis the only way to keep your mam and sister out o’ the workhouse.”

      He coughed again fiercely, and I brought the glass, my arm under his failing body, to his mouth. He took a long sip and fell back on the pillows, grasping my arm harshly and pulling me down close to his face. I could smell the stench of his breath and see a desperation in his eyes I had never seen there before.

      “Cairstin, lass! Ya must marry! Promise me! Promise me now!”

      “I . . . I promise, Dah. I promise.” I heard myself saying the words in disbelief. Never, ever had my father spoken to me of marriage. It had always been understood that I would work in his tailor shop until the day I died.

      He let go of my arm and lay back with a moan. He flung his hand toward the door and covered his eyes with his arm.

      “Go, and goodbye to ye.”
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      I closed the door and leaned my back heavily against it. There it was, the plain, hard truth. I wasn’t enough, and it wouldn’t be enough for me to go to Penrith and work for a successful draper to support my family. It was all just wishful thinking. And now I had promised my father on his deathbed something I had never once given myself a moment to seriously consider. I must marry.

      I heard Mother’s footsteps on the stairs and tried to pull myself together. Had she known what father would say to me? Did she also feel it was the only way?

      “Cairstin, are you all right, love?” Mother put her arm around my shoulders.

      I had inherited my father’s green eyes and ginger hair, but my slight build and fair complexion were definitely my Mother’s. As she rested her hands on my shoulders, I wondered who would break first, her or me. But I mustn’t break . . . I could not. It was up to me now, and I might as well get started. I would not worry her with talk of marriage at present.

      “It’s all right, Mam. It was only difficult to see him so sick and know I may never see him again.”

      “Oh, child.” She took my face in her hands and kissed my cheeks. “May God help us all, especially you. God must give you the strength of a man, my daughter. Have faith, Cairy. He is able.”

      “I will, Mam. I will be very brave and make you proud. You shall see.” I meant what I said, but doubt coursed through me like a poison.

      “I believe you, Cairy. We all do.”

      When she entered her bedchamber and closed the door, I dashed down the stairs. Throwing on my coat and bonnet, I quietly left out the rear door of the residence at the back of my father’s tailoring shop.  Hoping I wouldn’t be seen, I flew down the narrow passage between the back of businesses and the iron fence bordering the churchyard.

      I almost slipped on the ice as I ran to the bridge crossing the River Eden and made my way to my favored place, a little break in the dense trees and bramble on the river’s bank across from the town. It was a place I had come many times in my seventeen years of life to find solace.

      Unable to control my tears any longer, I sobbed a prayer in the frigid mist of sunset and tried to fill my eyes to overflowing with the view before me. “Please, God. Please let me see this place again.”

      My aching thoughts were broken by the distant bark of a dog and the muted trickling of the river as it flowed between its icy edges just down the bank from where I stood shivering. The frosted dried grasses quivered around me in the faint breeze, while the shadows lengthened and reached out for one another over the surface, like spirits deprived of one another’s touch by the light of day.

      The river had been the keeper of all my secrets, all my childish dreams, and it never betrayed me or thought me foolish that I could still find a place in my heart for hope and longing.

      But now I was being torn from the only place I had ever known, my little town of Appleby in the beauty of the rolling dells, and from this simple refuge by the river.

      “Cairy! Cairy!” my little sister Rose’s worried voice called for me. If it had been any other voice but hers or Mother’s, I might not have stirred ever again.

      “Coming, love.” My voice sounded like a stranger’s, my throat tight and lips salty with tears. “I will never forget you,” I whispered to the river and the trees. “Please don’t forget me.”

      I strode up the embankment and met little Rose on the path. I could see the worry in her pale, fragile face, her chin shaking with the cold.

      “Are ye all right, Cairy? It’s getting late, and Mam’s worried ya won’t be rested enough for your ride to Penrith in the morning.”

      I wouldn’t lie to her and tell her I was fine. She could read my face better than anyone. “I was just saying goodbye to the Eden. Let’s go. Your hands are like ice, Rosie—where are your gloves?”

      We walked up the path to the street, then crossed the bridge over the river, which curled its way around Appleby like a mother’s arm cradling a child. Passing into the narrow walkway, I paused to look wistfully at the church where I’d prayed so many childish prayers. The silent tombstones stood hard against the frosted lawns as the last of the sun glinted off the church’s large mullioned windows. I thought about my two brothers, who lay at the far end of the yard.

      “Are ya going to be all right, Cairy? Your face is so pale that it frightens me.”

      Rosie’s whisper sent a stab of loneliness through my heart. “I will be all right, Rose. I have to be.”

      After a brief embrace, we reached the back door to our home and stepped in out of the cold.
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      Mother stood in the kitchen and scolded me. “Cairy! What were you thinking? You’ll catch a cold before you even start your journey to Penrith!”

      My mother’s pure and still elegant Southern accent worried over me like salt on a wound. How was I ever going to manage without her?

      She pulled my coat from my shoulders, one end dropping from her left hand, the one deformed since birth. I wondered again, as I had a thousand times, what her life would have been like had she been born whole. Such a pretty little thing she was, so delicate and fine. Even under her years of servitude to my father, you could still see the grace in her face, one I was sure had once shone brightly. I was convinced she would never have married my coarse Scottish father if she had not been crippled in this way.

      “Your supper is on the table now, and the tea is still hot. You must be off to bed soon or you won’t be in any condition to travel in the morning.”

      “Thank you, Mam.” I wasn’t sure I could eat anything, with the large lump in my throat, but for her sake I would try.

      After saying good night to Mother, I lay next to my sweet Rose, twelve years of innocence shaking with cold and fear. I held her tight to me and couldn’t let go of her, nor she me. How I loved her.

      “Everything will be all right now, Rosie. If I weren’t suitable for a position as a dressmaker in Mr. Arnison’s business, Dah would never have written him. They know each other well, since their apprenticing days at the very same shop before Mr. James died and Mr. Arnison bought it. I am sure Dah would never have written if he didn’t think I was capable of the work.”

      “Aye, Cairy, t’isn’t that I’m worried about. ’Tis how lonesome Mam and I will be without ye.”

      I wondered anew how my sister managed to take her accent from my father instead of my mother, as I had. Father spoke little to me and not much more to Rose. I suppose Father’s speech was much more like the local Northern dialect than Mother’s, and Rose was still influenced by the neighboring children she saw much more of than I.

      “Shhh, now. We mustn’t talk anymore. I need my sleep if I’m going to be fit for morning.”

      Eventually Rose’s slender body grew limp, and I carefully rolled over so she wouldn’t see my tears if she woke. Sleep was evasive, as all that was before me raced through my mind like horses on a track.

      What was he like, this Nathan Arnison, who had been so successful in building up his draper and silk mercer’s business that he had hired on a whole team of tailoring and dressmaking apprentices?. He’d built his large family of a wife and seven children what was rumored to be a formidable house on a fashionable street in Penrith.

      I wish Father had let me see the letter he’d written to Mr. Arnison, and the one he’d received in return saying Mr. Arnison would make a place for me. If only I could stay and make a living here in Appleby, but Father had made it clear why I would never be successful in drawing enough clientele.

      First, I’d been sternly told that no man would ever come to a woman to have his clothes made, so even my father’s lifelong clients, including Mayor Milner, would take their business to Mr. Hudspeth’s tailoring apprentice now. What a terrible thought. That witless apprentice of his wasn’t half the tailor I was. How perfectly unjust to snub my work only because I wasn’t a man!

      Second, I’d been informed that I couldn’t possibly change Father’s tailoring business to a dressmaker’s shop for fear it would do a great injustice to the only dressmaker in town, Karen Lowther, who had done our family many a good turn by recommending the women who came to her that they should take their husbands’ business to Father. There simply weren’t enough dresses to be made in Appleby to support two dressmakers, as most women couldn’t afford one and made their own clothes. Mrs. Lowther could not even afford to take me on as an apprentice.

      That had left only one other possibility, that Father would call upon his old acquaintance and sometimes supplier, Mr. Arnison of Penrith, some fourteen miles to the northwest. Fourteen long miles that would keep me from being able to easily visit my family and come home even for holidays.

      Holidays. My stomach lurched. It was only mid-November, but no one had time to think of Christmastide now, not with Father so ill and my family in a near panic. Another layer of loneliness settled over me as I buried a sob in my pillow and pulled the blankets over my head.
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      I could see my breath in the cold light of dawn as I made my toilet, moving quietly so as not to wake up Rose. Donning my undergarments and lacing my corset, I drew over my head a creation of my own hands, a subtle gray-and-blue plaid wool dress tailored to perfection with its full skirt, pointed waist, fanned bodice, sloping shoulders, and fitted sleeves. My father always saw to it that his family was well dressed and could furnish me with suitable fabrics to make my own clothes, so every time a customer saw me in the shop, or I was out and about in the town, they would be impressed and know my father was good at his job. Actually, Father never touched my dresses, and I was self-taught on the stitches that differed from those required to make menswear.

      A light tap at the door made me jump.

      “Breakfast is ready, love,” Mother whispered before retreating down the stairs.

      I used our small looking glass on the burrow to perfect the low sweeps of my abundant red hair, covering my ears and carefully tucking the rest into a neat bun on the back, suitably demure and plain for my station in life.

      I must have been numb since waking, because it wasn’t until my eyes met with the girl’s in the mirror that a streak of panic shot through my heart. I saw her eyes grow wide with fear and her lips tremble, but I placed my hands on each side of her face and told her, Hold fast now, Cairy. Hold fast.

      With a nod our eyes unlocked, and I went about packing the rest of my few possessions into my carpetbag, then quietly whisked down the stairs to Mother, who waited at the table with a bowl of warm milk and bread and a cup of steaming-hot tea with sugar.

      “I’ve packed you a bite to eat on the way, Cairy, and some for Mr. Oldcorn too. Here is a jug of water as well, and you mustn’t send the basket home. Keep it, as you might have need of it in Penrith. Who knows what Mr. Arnison’s staff are given in the way of handy things.”

      Then she stood in front of me and, to my dismay, unclasped the chain around her neck, on which hung her most prized possession, a small pendant of gold filigree holding a dainty emerald.

      “Oh, Mother! No! You must keep it! How could I ever sell it?”

      She went behind me and reached around my neck to hang the necklace there. “No, child, hush now. I want you to have it, Cairstin, and wear it for me, and know that my love goes with you wherever you are.”

      Mother sobbed, and I whirled around to embrace her. “Oh, Mam, don’t cry. I can hardly bear to leave you.”

      She held me close as we swayed by the hearth, the warmth of her love filling me with sorrow and strength.

      “You look out for yourself, my dear,” she whispered, with urgency. “There is a great, wide world out there you are off to, and not everyone will be someone to trust. You are a beauty, Cairy, and men will take notice. Keep your heart guarded at all times and focus on your work. And you’ll have my prayers to watch over you.”

      I swallowed a sob myself and turned from her embrace, hastily dashing the tears from my cheeks. “I will, Mam. I will be careful and work as hard as ever.” Then I turned with determination to face her and said as confidently as I could, “If there is anything I know, Mam, it’s that I can sew as well as anyone with a needle, and I will show them how well Father has taught me. I will not fail you and Rosie.”

      She caught me in another hard embrace and kissed me. “You are more than you know, Cairstin Blackwood. More than you know.”

      I felt Rosie’s lean arms encircle us both as she slipped into the kitchen just then. I scooped her up and swung her around like I did when she was small, and planted a kiss on each of her freckled cheeks. Though her hair was chestnut brown like our mother’s, her green eyes matched my own, the tears pouring.

      I finally let her go and climbed the stairs to gather my things. Loading my carpetbag on top of my small trunk, I carried them into the hall. Pausing at the top of the stairs, I turned to look one last time at my parents’ bedchamber door. Such a mingling of hurt, sorrow, and longing filled my heart that I thought I would be crushed. The promise I’d made to my father was an added weight pressing down on my already overloaded mind, and his words filled my ears as I descended the stairs.

      “Cairstin, lass! Ya must marry! Promise me!”

      A few moments later the three of us were standing outside on the street in the stark cold of morning, under the swinging sign with golden letters, “Hamish Blackwood, Tailor,” squeaking on its hinges.

      Mr. Oldcorn dismounted from his wagon to help me up.

      “Thank you ever so much, Mr. Oldcorn, for taking Cairstin to Penrith with you. Promise me you will deliver her in one piece, by your own hand, to Mr. Arnison at his shop.” Mother’s voice was strained and pleading.

      The old furniture maker returned to his seat beside me and took up the reins. “Don’t ye worry, Mrs. Blackwood. As promise to take her to the man and see her safe with me own eyes, eh?”

      “Thank you, Mr. Oldcorn. Goodbye, my sweet girl, and don’t forget to write as soon as you can.”

      “Goodbye, Mam. I promise,” I choked out, my throat caught by the frigid air. “Bye, my Rosie. You be a help to Mam, now.”

      All Rose could do was shiver in Mother’s arms and nod at me, her tears still flowing.

      I willed my head to turn forward as we pulled away across the bridge onto The Sands. My long-brimmed bonnet shut my loved ones from my sight, and only my future lay before me.
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      My pulse rushed so loudly in my ears it nearly drowned out the sounds of the town as we reached the outskirts of Penrith. Mr. Oldcorn slowed the wagon as we made our way up Never End Road. I could barely contain myself, the pain of unspent tears pressing hard at the back of my eyes. I shivered and gripped the handle of Mother’s basket on my lap so hard I feared I might never let it go. It had become a connection to her I had not anticipated.

      I heard a church bell ring out the hour of eleven as we drove past the busy shops. Mr. Oldcorn was adept at coaxing his horse through the traffic of wagons and carriages, and I caught a whiff of freshly baked bread mingling with the scent of coal smoke. Nothing I saw on the bustling street would allow my gaze to rest. All was new and strange and foreign.

      I had been to Penrith before, the few times when my father saw fit for me to attend him on his business trips there, but it had always been someplace far enough away not to matter to me.

      Now Penrith mattered in a way I was still trying to comprehend.

      Mr. Oldcorn drove the wagon through the broad, thronging Market Square and up the wide mouth of Devonshire Street. He came to a halt in front of a stalwart gray stone building abruptly in the path of those who would wish to continue northward, forcing travelers to take the narrow lanes on either side.

      I sat gaping in front of the stately, beautifully dressed display windows of a three-story building. Above the windows were signs in gold letters, framed in blue molding and encased in glass, reading “Drapers, Costumiers, and Milliners.” My eyes were then drawn above to the huge scrolling, molded white letters of “N. Arnison and Sons.”

      I could hardly breathe.

      To my right was an enormous red stone building. The golden letters of “The George Hotel” were blazoned on a huge black sign, and the old king’s portrait swung above its revolving door. To my left was another four-story giant, built in the same gray stone as Arnison’s, with several shops tucked into its first floor. But they were not alone. There were more shops, vendor carts, massive banks, printers, and tradesmen, as behind me other streets turned off the square in different directions.

      “All right, lass. Arnison ’tis a barie bloke and will nay hurt thee, eh? Let us help thee down.” I hadn’t noticed Mr. Oldcorn was standing beside the wagon and offering me his hand. He had barely spoken a word the entire trip.

      I painfully forced my fingers to un-clutch the basket handle to take his. “Yes, thank you, Mr. Oldcorn.” My voice whispered a curl of chilly air before my face.

      Alighting on the cobblestones, I looked up, my head bent as far back as possible. The place was enormous to my country-girl eyes. Three stories of huge gray stones, colorful displays on the main floor, elaborately stone-framed windows on the second story, and smaller ones on the third, with a sprawling cornice and great quoin blocks up the corners. I never felt so small in my life, and my heart slid down to my frozen booted feet.

      Mr. Oldcorn carried my small trunk and nodded. “Aye, lass. ’Twill be a change for thee, but not t’worry. As promised your mam to deliver thee t’Arnison and nay just hoy thee on the side o’ the road. Come now, let’s be about it.”

      I swallowed hard and nodded. Gripping my basket and carpetbag, I followed Mr. Oldcorn inside the glazed door.

      A bell rang over our heads, and my eyes needed a moment to adjust from the brilliance of the daylight outside. Mr. Oldcorn walked toward the formidable sales counter to the right of the high-ceilinged space, paneled in rich dark oak and ornately carved window frames. Surrounded by volumes of cloth, displays, and glass-topped cases, with a burst of colors, the shop was a delicious feast for the eyes, though I did not indulge myself in more than a scanning glance.

      Behind the counter stood a tall young man in a dark-gray closely fitted frock coat, with a dazzlingly white shirt and black cravat. His appearance was immaculate, but the whole effect was marred by his lack of a noticeable chin. He looked up from his writing to greet us cheerfully, then changed his tone when he took in the sight of us.

      “Hmm, yes, and what can we do for you sir, and, uh, miss?” The suspicion in his voice was unmistakable, and it rattled my insides.

      “Me name is Oldcorn, sir, and this is Miss Blackwood, here for Mr. Arnison, who’s given her a position here.”

      Mr. Oldcorn motioned for me to come closer, and I scrambled to pull from my pocket the letter Father had given me from Mr. Arnison. I hadn’t thought to read it on the way, and now I wish I had.

      The man took the letter and scanned it. “Hmmmm, yes, I see. But you should have come to the delivery door instead of coming into the drapery.”

      His tone was scolding, and my cheeks grew hot. “I am sorry, sir. We weren’t told, and . . .”

      “Just go out the way you came and around the right side of the building. You’ll see the door.” He returned the letter and motioned us back out the way we came.

      Mr. Oldcorn gave me a toothy side smile as we exited and walked around the building. To my surprise, this side of the structure did not go straight back but angled out from the front to the back. It looked as if this triangular-like portion had been added on to the original building, and it was sided in cream-colored stucco. The windows were trimmed in blue paint, and when we reached the side, we saw the large double doors with an arched transit, where the delivery of long fabric bolts was being made as we approached.

      I was startled by a boy near to Rosie’s age who winked at me as he helped to take the bolts and boxes inside.

      “Eh, lad,” Mr. Oldcorn called to him. “Away with thee and find Mr. Arnison, eh?”

      “Mr. Arnison’s just here in his office. Come and find him theeself.”

      Every nerve in my body stood on edge as I tried to dodge the workers unloading the goods from a wagon and was relieved when Mr. Oldcorn jerked his head toward the door and forged a way for us to enter.

      The high-ceilinged hall was a bit dark, but the lad thumbed toward the first door on the left, just inside the entry, then went about his business.

      Mr. Oldcorn nodded encouragingly, so I straightened my shoulders and knocked.

      “Yes,” a firm tenor voice said from within. “Come in.”

      Blowing out a quick breath, I reached up for the latch and pushed open the large wooden door.

      To my surprise the room was bright and filled with light from the large arched windows. It was painted a bright yellow, which added to its cheerful aspect. It was not as neat and tidy as I might have expected, as there were many ledgers and boxes and stacks of this and that about, the glass cupboards on the wall were filled with mismatched items, and the desk was a whirl of papers.

      The man who rose from the chair was of average height and slender build, with one graying curl of hair encircling his head and accentuating his long, oval face. His eyes were sharp but not harsh, and his silver sideburns curved around his jaw, touching the starched high collar of his white shirt. His thick black necktie was expertly bowed, and the silk damask waistcoat under his black frock coat was a bird’s-egg blue, which matched his clear eyes.

      “Ah yes,” he said as I timidly approached and curtsied. “You must be Miss Blackwood. You have your father’s ginger hair.”

      His manner was businesslike, but he held out his hand and gave mine a kind tug, then turned his attention to my companion.

      “Ah, Mr. Oldcorn, and how are you? Thank you for delivering Miss Blackwood safely.”

      “As in grand fettle, Mr. Arnison. ’Twas no bother a tall. Shall As be taken this upstairs, sir?” Mr. Oldcorn knocked the side of my trunk.

      “Uh, no. Actually, the lady apprentices do not keep their lodgings here, Mr. Oldcorn. But you can put that down, and I will have one of the lads deliver it to Miss Blackwood’s room, just near here in Sutton Yard.”

      Mr. Oldcorn placed the trunk near the door and bowed politely to Mr. Arnison. When Mr. Oldcorn turned to me, he held a curious softness in his hooded eyes.

      I gave him my hand. “Thank you ever so much, Mr. Oldcorn. I shall never forget your kindness toward me and my family.”

      “Aw, t’wasn’t a bother, lass. And As be sure to tell thee mam thee’s in safe hands now.” And with that he touched the brim of his hat and went out the still-open door.
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      “You must take after your mother with that lovely accent of yours, Miss Blackwood. It will serve you well here at the shop. Customers from the South will feel more comfortable dealing with someone they can comprehend better than the local folk.”

      “Oh, I thank you, Mr. Arnison. My mother felt it might be an asset to me someday, and I suppose that day has come.”

      Mr. Arnison regained his desk chair and sat looking me over thoughtfully. “Indeed. I understand your father is gravely ill. I am most sorry to hear that. We were not close friends, but I always respected his work and determination when we apprenticed here together. I hope his illness will not last long.”

      I was still holding my bag and basket, my palms clammy inside my gloves. “Thank you for your kindness, Mr. Arnison.” My voice came out wispy and soft. “My father is terribly ill, and there is little hope now that he will recover. I don’t know what my family would do if you hadn’t offered me a position here⁠—”

      Mr. Arnison raised his hand. “Ah, Miss Blackwood, tut tut. I am very sorry to hear your father is not improving. I was happy to take on an experienced girl, and I know your father was always a forthright man. I believe you are as good as he stated in his letter, and we are happy to have the extra hands. Have you heard the news about the new railway due to arrive in Penrith next month?”

      My head swam at his description of my father’s recommendation, so I completely missed his question. “I’m sorry, Mr. Arnison—did you say railway?”

      “Yes. My goodness, you must have been exceedingly entrenched in your crisis at home not to have heard such news.”

      Mr. Arnison’s calm face was now animated. “The Lancaster to Carlisle Line. Yes! And we are anticipating all the people from the south of England to come flocking to Penrith as the gateway to the Lake District. We have already seen an increase in customers, as the local folk are getting ready for all the excitement when the trains from Lancaster to the south and Carlisle to the north will arrive simultaneously at our new station.”

      I was bewildered by this news but glad to see that Mr. Arnison was so pleased by it. “I see. Well, that is good news, isn’t it, sir?”

      “The best news Penrith has had in years, Miss Blackwood. Just imagine—the little town of Penrith will be the stopping place for all the London folk on their way to their holidays. It may be the end of 1846, my dear, but 1847 will be a banner year for Arnison and Sons! Mark my words! And that is why I was more than happy to have another set of capable hands here.”

      The man rubbed his hands together with anticipation. My attempt to mirror his enthusiasm probably fell short, for he paused and looked at me carefully, and I heard a bell ring somewhere in the building.

      “Ah, but I can see you must be hungry after so long a journey, and it is time for dinner.” He rose and motioned me toward the door. “Leave your things here with your trunk, and I will have someone take you up to the staff room.”

      Just then, a round-cheeked girl in a plain brown dress, around my own age, walked past, and Mr. Arnison called to her. “Ah, Miss Ainslie, this is Miss Blackwood, our new girl. She’ll be working with you and Mrs. Fallowfield upstairs. Will you please take her with you to dinner?”

      The girl smiled cheerfully down at me, for she was a good head taller, with chestnut-brown hair and dancing hazel eyes. “Oh! Hello and welcome, Miss Blackwood. I am Annabel Ainslie, and I’m so pleased you’re finally here. Come—let us go up, and we can get to know each other as we climb the stairs.”

      I looked back to find Mr. Arnison nodding with a small smile on his lips, then Miss Ainslie whisked me down the hall.
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      The wooden employee staircase traversed back and forth up the triangular side of the building and was well lit by the tall windows on each floor.

      By the time we reached the second floor, I was a bit winded, not from the climb but by my escort’s endless, Northern-laced chatter. Evidently word had gotten around about my coming and why.

      “Here’s the staff tearoom, as we call it. We have all our meals here except on Sundays.” Miss Ainslie opened the door to a large room, brightly lit by the sunlight streaming through the windows to the right, facing the square. It was painted a welcoming cream color, and the fire on the hearth burned warmly. A group of more than twenty people—men, ladies, and boys of varying ages—were seating themselves.

      Miss Ainslie guided me to the table near the windows and found me a chair. “This is our table. Everyone sits according to their status in the company. The tables nearest the fire are for the heads o’ the departments and the best salesmen.”

      All I did was nod and try to take it in. Soon the tables were full of chatting employees, and a few old women brought in steaming bowls of savory soup and platters of bread. My stomach rumbled at the smell of food—I hadn’t realized how hungry I was. The bowls were filled and the tea poured.

      Miss Ainslie passed my bowl to me, and I noticed the man from the front counter downstairs watching me doubtfully over his teacup. It was as I feared. I had made a fool of myself with him already.

      “Now, ladies, let me introduce ya to our new dressmaker, Miss Blackwood.” Miss Ainslie looked as pleased as a cat with a mouse as she set my soup before me. “Miss Blackwood, ya already know, has traveled all the way from Appleby this morning to join us.”

      I tried to smile at the others but wasn’t sure the attempt was successful. My mind felt dull and slow.

      “This is Miss Susan Dykes—she has the top seat, as she’s been here the longest.” Miss Ainslie nodded toward a thin blond girl of perhaps twenty-three, with intelligent pale-blue eyes.

      “Welcome to Arnison’s, Miss Blackwood.” She nodded and smiled, revealing some, sadly, crooked teeth.

      “And this is Miss Eliza Salkeld, who is simply marvelous with a fan bodice.” Miss Ainslie’s nose crinkled as she winked at Miss Salkeld and laughed into her tea.

      “Miss Ainslie, how you do tease! Good afternoon, Miss Blackwood,” said the not-so-amused girl, who looked to be close to my age, with a turned-up nose and high forehead. Her hair was a dark chestnut, with thick lashes and brows to match. Her eyes were fixed on something on my neck, and I reflexively reached up to cover Mother’s tiny emerald.

      Miss Ainslie continued. “Miss Dykes and Miss Salkeld are second cousins, though ya wouldn’t know to look at them, would ya?”

      “No indeed. It is a great pleasure to meet you both,” I said. “I hope I will be a great help to you all—” My voice trailed off, as I could not think of anything else to say.

      They all chimed in with pleasantries, how glad they were I had come and how sorry they were for my family’s troubles.

      “Thank you. My father is very poorly, but I will do my best to make my family proud.”

      I could hear the exhaustion in my voice, as well as feel it in my bones.

      “And this must be Miss Blackwood.” The long, low voice of a woman came from just above my head.

      The girls all stood to attention. I stood with alarm and turned to find a tall, hawkish-looking woman standing over me, her black-and-silver-streaked hair parted severely in the middle of her high forehead, her rather pointed nose sticking out from under her small wire-framed spectacles, her dark eyes looking me up and down appraisingly.

      I curtsied to her. “Yes, ma’am.“

      “I am Mrs. Fallowfield, your supervisor. I wish to speak to you after the meal, if you please.” Her manner was prim and her voice firm.

      “Yes, Mrs. Fallowfield. I am at your service, ma’am.” I curtsied again, sure she could hear the terror in my tone.

      Mrs. Fallowfield nodded and returned to her place near the fire at the head table as we took our seats again.

      “She’s not as frightening as she first appears, Miss Blackwood,” Miss Dykes offered. “She’s curt and sharp sometimes, but she doesn’t bite.”

      The girls sniggered and exchanged teasing glances.

      “Indeed not,” Miss Ainslie chimed in. “We all jump when she says to, and her looks are regrettable, but she really is an even-handed woman—you’ll see.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief and finished my salty lentil soup and coarse bread. The others took up the dishes and headed out of the room, but I stayed where I was, as Miss Ainslie advised.

      I stood and curtsied as Mrs. Fallowfield approached and sat. She motioned to my chair. “I understand your father is a tailor and an acquaintance of Mr. Arnison, Miss Blackwood. I want you to know that you have my sympathies, but I will expect you to work up to the standards of this establishment and not allow yourself to dwell on your personal problems.”

      “I will endeavor to work hard for you, Mrs. Fallowfield, and not squander the opportunity Mr. Arnison has given me.”

      “I am glad to hear it.”

      I detected a slight foreign accent in the woman’s speech and wondered if she might have come from France, but Fallowfield was hardly a French name.

      “You will follow me now to the dressmakers’ sewing room and begin immediately. After the workday ends, you will be taken to your quarters with the others. Mr. Arnison will see to it that your things are taken there.”

      Mrs. Fallowfield stood to go, as did I, but I remembered something.

      “Mrs. Fallowfield.” My voice shook with uncertainty.

      “Yes, what is it?”

      I hesitated but blundered on. “May I . . . You see, I have my own scissors and needles and such in my bag downstairs. Would it be all right if I fetched them before joining you?”

      Mrs. Fallowfield’s eyes softened, and she lifted her pointy chin. “I like a girl who has her own tools. Yes. I will see you in the room at the back of the hall to the left, on the top floor.”

      I forgot to say thank you as I dashed by her and tripped down the stairs.
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      The rest of the afternoon I was given the simple but laborious task of sewing a strip of stiff wool into the hem of a voluminous dress skirt of fine purple-plaid silk. I had never done such a thing but knew the addition of the stiff strip would help the garment hem withstand wear and aid in maximizing the volume of the skirt at the bottom. Practical as well as stylish.

      The ladies’ sewing room was at the front far corner of the third floor and was thankfully well lit by the window overlooking the main square. Below us we could see the stalls of the egg and butter sellers and other vendors, and busy traffic of wagons and carriages. Miss Ainslie informed me that every Tuesday and Saturday were market days, when the square was quite busy with all kinds of business.

      Whenever Mrs. Fallowfield left her intricate finish work and was gone from the room, the others would speak softly but freely, asking me many questions, some of which I hardly knew how to answer.

      There was talk of the Queen and Prince Albert. Miss Ainslie seemed especially enamored with them. Also, the new railway, the other staff members—especially the younger men—but when the subject of church was brought up, my interest finally piqued.

      “Oh, Miss Blackwood, ya must come with us to church on Sunday. There’s a new minister in town. He has been here just the last nine months and has begun a new congregational church in the upper room of The Gloucester Arms,” Miss Ainslie said enthusiastically.

      “Yes, ya must, Miss Blackwood!” Miss Salkeld added, her dark eyes dancing. “He is a marvelous preacher, and all the young people in town are going to hear him. He has even been nicknamed the ‘Charismatic Vicar’!”

      “And has a select group of young men he calls his disciples.” Miss Dykes giggled into the blue silk in her hands. “It’s a very exclusive group of bachelors that every girl in church has her eyes on!”

      “What kind of church did ya attend in Appleby, Miss Blackwood?” Miss Ainslie asked.

      “I went to St. Lawrence’s with my family. It’s the only church I have ever attended,” I answered wistfully.

      “Oh, a parish church.” The girls eyed one another as Miss Ainslie raised her brows.

      “Then ya must come to see Reverend Thomas. Ya’ll be enthralled by his sermons. I’ve never heard any so good!” Miss Dykes smiled broadly, but it faded instantly when Mrs. Fallowfield entered.

      Silence reigned once again.

      The thought of a “Charismatic Vicar” was intriguing. When I thought of our dear old vicar at St. Lawrence’s, charismatic was hardly a word I would use to describe him.

      A small meal was served to the staff at six o’clock, then we were back in our candlelit sewing room until the church bells struck nine. By the time we walked the short distance to Sutton Yard, just behind a group of shops on the west side of Long Front Street, a plan was made on my behalf. The girls would take me with them on Sunday to the Bible Church, as it was called, then they would walk me up the hill to see the new railway station and the Penrith Castle ruins.

      I was also invited to join the girls in addressing one another by our Christian names when we were just the four of us together. I took note of their friendliness and was exceedingly grateful for it. Things would have been much harder if they had not been so kindly.

      Our diminutive flat was on the second floor of a building on the right, just inside Sutton Yard. I shivered as we entered. Annabel informed me that our allotment of coal for the tiny stove, standing in the little hall between the two bedchambers, was barely enough to take the chill off in the evenings, and they never bothered to light it in the mornings, preferring to dress quickly and get to work, where the fires were not so scarce.

      The lack of privacy in our small rooms was no bother to me, being used to sharing a room with my sister. I was not in the least afraid, especially knowing that the company cooks slept in the rooms under ours on the first floor. Evidently they were to look out that we behaved properly and no gentlemen came to visit.

      When I dropped my ice-cold body onto the straw mattress on the tiny bed assigned to me, the weariness dripped from my frame. Everything felt so foreign. The scratch of the sheets, the smell of the pillow, the sounds of the house creaking, and the girls sighs all irritated my raw nerves.

      All day I’d held at bay a desperate ache from the surface of my conscience, but now that all was dark and I was finally alone with my thoughts, loneliness surrounded me like thick black mist.
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      I never knew someone as weary as I might not fall asleep for an entire night. All I did from the time I lay down was toss and turn until the town bell ringer walked by on the street below, calling out the hour of five o’clock. I was completely overtaken by what I supposed to be the agony of homesickness. And as if my loneliness were not enough, my father’s ragged voice would call to me out of the shadows.

      The next few days and nights were much the same. I would rise at five o’clock in the morning with the others, share a quick breakfast with the staff, and begin each day at six, checking Mrs. Fallowfield’s calendar on the sewing room wall and taking up my latest assignment. Mrs. Fallowfield examined my work, and each task she gave me was more difficult than the last.

      Before dismissing us each day, she would ceremoniously cross off the day on the calendar, then give us a curt nod and bid us good night. Despite my exhaustion and grief, by God’ grace I was able to keep up.

      Susan Dykes, having seniority, was always the girl Mrs. Fallowfield chose to accompany her when a lady came into the shop for a fitting or to be measured for a new dress. Susan always returned from these sessions with a proud tilt to her chin and full of gossip for us, which helped the time pass during our long hours.

      Whenever a second girl was needed to assist at these times, Eliza was the next girl chosen. I learned that Susan had secured her cousin her position at Arnison’s, and I could see she felt responsible for her.

      Only four days had been crossed off Mrs. Fallowfield’s calendar when she summoned Susan to the lady’s fitting room, then, to my surprise, hastily motioned for me to follow. I looked at Eliza, who seemed just as shocked.

      “Eliza,” Mrs. Fallowfield explained, “since you are working to finish Mrs. Tibbon’s gown, which is due tomorrow, I want you to stay with your work. Come, ladies.”

      We followed her breathlessly to the second floor. “We have two ladies to assist at present, girls. Mrs. Murphy has come, and right after her, Mrs. Kirkbride.” Turning abruptly, she looked us over, as if making a decision.

      “Miss Dykes, I believe you are capable of handling Mrs. Kirkbride. Miss Blackwood, you will assist with Mrs. Murphy’s measurements, and I will go between both ladies. Shoulders straight now!” She led us into the ladies’ fitting room and clapped her hands.

      I was motioned toward a kindly looking woman with streaks of gray in her fashionably coifed hair. Mrs. Fallowfield took the measuring tape hanging from her neck and handed it to me as she escorted Mrs. Murphy to a small dais and took up a ledger.

      I helped Mrs. Murphy remove her gown and petticoats, until she was in a suitable state of undress for proper measurements. I thought it odd, though, that she insisted on retaining her shawl over her shoulders and arms.

      When Mrs. Fallowfield gave her a questioning look, she said, “It is a bit chilly in here.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Susan. I knew well how to measure a man for a suit and had measured my mother and sister, as well as myself, often enough, but I was unsure my method would be acceptable.

      I proceeded with my measurements, and as Susan had started with Mrs. Kirkbride’s shoulders, then neck to waist, I moved confidently and told the measurements to Mrs. Fallowfield, who wrote them down. However, Mrs. Murphy seemed uncomfortable about the whole affair. I looked to Mrs. Fallowfield to see if she might give me any clues as to what I was doing wrong, but she gave me no indication.

      As I raised the droop of Mrs. Murphy’s shawl from her shoulder to measure the length of her arm, I halted, my fragile confidence shattered by a terrible discovery. Mrs. Murphy’s upper arms were badly bruised, and only in a manner that would have resulted from large hands gripping her violently.

      I glanced up at Mrs. Murphy in horror, but she only smiled nervously at me. “Go on, my dear. I should like to get this over with so I might have Mrs. Fallowfield’s assistance in choosing fabrics for my dresses. I need them delivered directly, as I plan on wearing them for my sister’s visit in a fortnight.”

      I looked up at Mrs. Fallowfield, who frowned at me with impatience. With shaking hands, I carefully measured Mrs. Murphy’s arm, keeping the shawl in a position so as not to reveal her secret to anyone else in the room.

      When I was finished, I assisted her back into her things, noticing now the obviously painful face she made as she raised her arms over her head. I was as gentle as possible, and when all was finished, she gave me a meaningful look and nod of thanks. My chest ached for her.
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      Mrs. Fallowfield nodded for me to attend her and Mrs. Murphy as they went down the curving customer stairs to the first floor, and we entered the drapery inside the main entrance. All around were bolts of fabrics, laces, and trimmings, some draping from the high ceiling all the way down in colorful cascades of silk, linen, and printed cottons. The light from the tall display windows caught on the shimmering fabrics and gave the place a magical atmosphere.

      Mrs. Fallowfield assisted Mrs. Murphy in choosing several beautiful bolts. I carefully recorded each choice in Mrs. Fallowfield’s ledger and stacked each bolt on the display table nearest the door. I was amazed at Mrs. Murphy’s light and carefree manner as she walked about, as if nothing in the world were wrong. It gave me a strangely dark feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      The main-floor drapery was Mr. Bell’s territory, and I could feel him glaring at me and Mrs. Fallowfield from behind the counter. Obviously he felt his domain was being invaded, and I knew he was as annoyed with Mrs. Fallowfield as he was by my presence. I tried to ignore him and focus on the task at hand, and gladly found assisting Mrs. Fallowfield unexpectedly reassuring.

      After escorting Mrs. Murphy out of the shop, Mrs. Fallowfield returned. “Miss Blackwood, please gather Mrs. Murphy’s fabrics and follow me to the cutting room.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I gathered the heavy bolts in my practiced arms, when the door opened and the bell above it sounded a sturdy jingle.

      Mrs. Fallowfield turned to greet the new customer with her usual professionalism, but she swiftly warmed into a friendly smile as she gasped, “Why, Mr. Dalton! Is it you? Back after all this time!”

      I took a few steps away with my awkward load and peered over the stack of bolts to see a young man, something around four and twenty, gleaming down from his tolerable height on the surprised Mrs. Fallowfield, who clearly displayed a measure of affection toward him I hadn’t thought her capable of.

      “I am very happy to see you again, Mrs. Fallowfield. Here I am to present myself for inspection. Is Mr. Arnison here? I’ve heard only good reports about Penrith and Arnison’s since I’ve been away, and I hope the Arnisons have had only the same of me.”

      The man was well dressed, but not at all in a dapper sort of way. Everything from his black top hat to his black Huntington boots was tasteful to my trained eyes, but my gaze was drawn to his face, and there it remained.

      “Mr. Bell, Would you be so kind as to inform Mr. Arnison that Mr. Dalton has returned from London and wishes to see him?”

      Mr. Bell nodded a dour greeting to Mr. Dalton, then did as he was bid.

      Mrs. Fallowfield continued to smile at the man. “My, Mr. Dalton, how the Arnisons will be delighted to see you. Please, do come⁠—”

      “Well, if it isn’t Mr. Gabriel Dalton himself. How happy I am to see you, and looking so well, young man. So very well indeed, I must say!” Mr. Arnison shook the man’s hand enthusiastically, with a few congenial slaps on the shoulder for added emphasis.

      I stood as still as I could under the weight of my burden, which was now getting the better of my sweating hands. As I watched this unexpected reunion with curiosity, I couldn’t help but study Mr. Dalton’s face. He did not strike me as particularly handsome. No, that was not what fascinated me. It must be the genuine warmth in his smile.

      “Well, what am I doing now, Mr. Dalton? We cannot keep you standing inside the shop door. Let us
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