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Ackroyd Hall, Bedfordshire

“Oh dear, what are we to do now that Sir John and Lady May have died, William? We’ve buried everyone now. We’re the only ones left,” said Bessie.

“We soldier on, Bessie,” replied William. “We have no choice. I’ll plant the vegetable patch, and you can milk the cows and cook, just as normal. If we’re able to survive, God must have a reason to spare us.”

“But William, we shouldn’t be living here with the master and mistress deceased.”

“Where do we go, Bessie? Anyway, we can keep it going for Christopher.”

“Isn’t that John’s eldest boy who went off travelling? I hope he will be back sometime.”

“Yes, that’s what we’ll do, just keep it ticking over. If we survive, that is,” said Bessie, relieved that they had a reason to stay.

“Have you enough food for lunch?”

“Yes, William, there is some chicken and salad and the last of the apples for a pie.”

“Good, I’ll bring some wood in for the fire.”

“Ta, I’ll get on then. I’ll milk the cows first.”

They both got on with their respective jobs, trying not to think of all those they had to bury because the disease had taken them.

Over lunch, William said, “We’ll have to be careful, we don’t really know Christopher. Anyone could come and say they are him. Is there a portrait of him anywhere?”

“I don’t know,” replied Bessie. “I’ve never paid much attention to them, to be honest.”

“We’ll have a look after we finish lunch.” Most of the portraits were in the main hall and on the stair walls. They found Sir John and Lady May’s portraits.

“Why haven’t they put names on them?” said William. He turned Sir John’s portrait over.

“There it is, his name’s on the back.”

Bessie turned over Lady May’s portrait.

“It states on this one, Margaret, not May. That must have been her real name. Margaret Elizabeth and John Charles.”

“Let’s go back one. This will probably be his father. Yes, it is, Charles Leonard,” said William.

“I’ll go and fetch a pen and paper so we can write them down,” said Bessie, always wanting to appear organised.

“Let’s go forward one. Let’s see if this is Christopher.” It wasn’t Christopher, it was Leonard.

“Look, he is only a child. Perhaps he died, and Christopher came next in line. It’s a right puzzle, isn’t it, Bessie?”

“We need to find out as much as possible before anyone comes to make a claim,” said William.

“Yes, of course. Look, the next portrait is of Geoffrey. Perhaps Christopher was never painted,” mused Bessie.

“Where did the name Christopher come from, Bessie?”

“I think he was mentioned by Gwen, Lady May’s maid.”

“So, it could be just hearsay, maybe. Let’s press on then, backwards or forwards?”

“Forwards, I think,” said Bessie.

“Right, next one is John. He looks like Sir John. This one is of Christopher, and he’s very young here. There is Margaret, and this one here is of a baby named Joyce. She might not have survived, of course.”

“I wonder if Margaret kept a diary. It would be really helpful if she did. Shall I take a look and see if I can find one?” said Bessie.

“One job at a time, Bessie. Write them all down for now, so we don’t forget. Are there any more on your end?”

“No, William, Joyce is the last.”

“Right, I’ll work backwards now,” said William.

“Well, look at that,” he said. “There’s another Christopher, an older one. But it’s hard to tell how old he is. Could he be Sir John’s brother? I can’t remember many family visits, can you, Bessie?”

“Yes, one Christmas there was a big family gathering but I didn’t see much. I was in the kitchen like always, cooking and making sure everyone was fed. I’ll have to think on it, William, but it was a long time ago now.”

“Well, that’s the last one on the stairs. I think there is one in Sir John’s study,” said William. So, off they went to the study.

“Oh, this is an old one. Probably granddad, or great granddad. This one says John Charles Ackroyd, Admiral. He was a sea dog then. I wonder if there are any more?” said Bessie.

“Perhaps there could be some in the attic. I’ve not been up there before, have you, Bessie?”

“No, I haven’t,” replied Bessie.

“What about Lady May’s room?”

“Let’s look in there.” After looking in Lady May’s room, they found only a miniature of a young boy with no name shown on it.

“Shall I look for a diary?”

“Not now, Bessie, let’s try the attic next.”

“This is just like a mystery tour, William.”

“It is that Bessie,” agreed William. They climbed the stairs together. William pushed open the door.

“This is where the maids slept,” said Bessie. “It’s quite a big area. Look, someone must have slept in here, it must have been really cold.”

“Look over there, there’s a lot of pictures stacked against the wall,” said William, striding across the room towards them.

“Careful,” said Bessie. “They’ll be very old and dusty.” She pulled out a duster from her apron pocket. William carefully lifted the front one.

“This one is of the house, and everyone is standing on the steps.”

Bessie joined him and started to dust the picture, wiping away the dust and cobwebs.

“Look, William, that man looks like the one in the picture in Sir John’s study. That must be the wife and children. Do you think Sir John is one of the children?”

“His wife is holding a baby,” said William.

“Turn it over, William,” said Bessie. “Does it say anything?” William turned it over, and it read ‘Ackroyd Hall and Family 1281’.

“Let’s see if we can recognise anyone from the portraits we’ve seen. We’ll need to take this one downstairs to check,” said Bessie.

“I agree,” said William, as he set it to the side very carefully. The other portraits were very old, echoing the names that they had already discovered.

“John seems to be the most common name throughout the family,” said William. “Let’s take this one downstairs, then, Bessie.” William took a last look around the attic and then left, carrying the picture very carefully.

They collected the rest from the attic and put them into the dining room for identification, leaving one of the mariners.

“He can stay in the study,” said Bessie.

They started to study the faces, from one portrait picture to another. They determined the face for the Seadog’s wife, but there was no name and none for the portraits of the children either.

“It’s no good,” said Bessie. “We’re going to have to go through to Sir John’s study and Lady May’s bedroom for more information. But first, we should eat something. I’ll prepare some food,” said Bessie.

“While you do that, Bessie, I’ll take these all back up to the attic out of the way. We don’t want them being spoilt or even stolen.”

So, they both went about their different tasks. While working in the kitchen, Bessie heard scratching and whimpering coming from behind the main door. On opening it, she was surprised to find a very thin and bedraggled puppy. After looking around, she picked it up and carried it to the range for warmth.

“Now what do I feed you with?” she mused. “You can have an egg with bread and water, and we’ll see how you are after that.” William will have to check his stores for meat, she thought.

When William returned, he was surprised to see their newfound guest, snoozing by the fire.

“Hello, where did he come from?”

“I found him on the doorstep,” said Bessie.

“He looks as though he’s had a bit of a rough time. A bit too young to hunt, aren’t you, little one?” bending to let the puppy sniff his hand. The puppy excitedly licked his hand.

“Alright lad, I think you have landed on your feet turning up here. I’ll have to get some meat for you. Try and fatten you up a bit. Then we’ll try and find a use for you.”

After they ate, they took the family portrait to the dining room to try and recognise anyone from the portrait. Unfortunately, it was without success. The children were far too young to identify.

“William, let me search Lady May’s room thoroughly,” said Bessie.

“No,” said William a bit sharply. “I think we should leave everything as it should be, collect all our belongings, and bring them here.”

“Why, William?”

“Please don’t question me, Bessie. We haven’t got the time to investigate.” William was anxious all of a sudden. Bessie was worried.

“Have you just seen someone outside from the window, William?”

“Yes, I have, and we have little time to make ourselves scarce.”

“Oh, William, what shall we do?” she cried, bursting into tears.

“We can do without you getting upset, Bessie. Pull yourself together and do as I ask. As quickly as you can now.” Bessie burst into tears again, ignoring his command and sank miserably into a chair, not wanting to go anywhere. William strode quickly over to her.

“Enough, I said, Bessie. If you think I’m going to wait around for you and have my life put in danger, you’ve got another think coming.”

“William, is it that serious?”

“Yes, it is, so move yourself, and please do as I say. Sir John and I prepared for this eventuality some time ago.”

“You did?” said Bessie.

“Yes, we did, Bessie. Are you going to help me or not?” William produced a knife from under his shirt.

“You are serious!” exclaimed Bessie.

“I am, and I fear we’re wasting precious time. Now do as I ask, and please don’t wander about aimlessly.”

“I won’t, William. I’ll start to put our belongings together immediately.” She crept away quietly, trying not to cry noisily as she moved about the house. She’d never seen William as serious before. Aware of the danger, she quickly moved from room to room picking up their belongings, making sure there was no trace of them being there. She tidied as she went, putting books back on shelves. She did a final check and returned to William.

All of the pictures had been put back in place, and she noticed, behind where William stood, there was a big hole in the wall.

“Where are our bags, Bessie?”

“I’ll get them,” she said.

“And did you make the bed? The house must appear unlived in, Bessie.”

“I did,” replied Bessie.

“Well, put your warmest clothes on and bring the remainder of our belongings down here. Nothing must be left.”

“What about the range and the puppy?” asked Bessie.

“Don’t touch either, leave as is,” retorted William.

“William, we can’t abandon him,” she cried. Her tears erupted again.

“Bessie, I swear I will kill you if you carry on like this!” holding the knife to her. “His yapping will give us away. We must leave him!” he cried. “Now are you dressed sufficiently warm, Bessie?”

“Yes, William. Are we to go in there?”

“Yes, this will be our hiding place.”

“But surely a member of the family will know of it.”

“No, Bessie. Only Sir John and I know of its existence. Let’s pack our belongings into these bags.” William lifted up two boxes and headed for the gap. Bessie followed with the bags. William stood aside to let her by.

“Go on a bit further, sit down and wait for me,” he said.

He turned and went back into the room. He looked out of the window and scanned the area outside. He quickly spotted men on horses heading towards the Hall and quickly made for the gap in the wall, closing them inside by pulling the sideboard to the gap. He’d already attached pulling handles to the back of it in the past when Sir John was feeling threatened, one time. They would be safe there for as long as it was needed. He found Bessie sitting on a chair quietly sobbing.

“Would you rather be in the main house to receive them, Bessie? We don’t know how dangerous they are. Maybe you could watch them kill me before raping you. Or, even worse, torture you for information?”

“No, William. I’m with you, truly, forget my silliness, please.”

“You always were too soft for your own good, Bessie. We must keep quiet and listen hard.”

“I understand. You’ve made this hiding place quite comfortable, William. We should be okay here,” she said, in an attempt to make William think she was getting accustomed to the situation.

“Yes, Sir John and I worked hard to make it so, as we didn’t know how long we would have to hide.”

“What about food and water, William?”

“It’s all covered, Bessie. Maybe not quite what you would like, but we won’t starve. Listen, that’s the dog barking. It sounds like they have arrived.”

Five horses drew up into the yard. The horsemen viewed the house. Christopher grinned.

“It’s nice to be back. That sounds like a welcome. Let’s see how the land lies, shall we?” They all dismounted from their horses. One of the men was told to keep hold of them.

“I wonder where Jake is?” asked Christopher, as he had a good look around.

“Yes, he’s a good scout,” said Charles. “Let’s go in and see who’s here. Ready for action?”

“Let’s go, I haven’t had a fight in a long time.”

“Keep your temper, Robert. No hasty moves,” said Christopher.

“I hope there’s a kitchen wench; I could do with a tumble.”

“Follow me,” said Christopher. “Well, the fires are banked up, and the dog is well fed and look, there’s some tarts here just waiting to be eaten. Tuck in, boys.”

Jake appeared in the doorway.

“I’ve taken a good look around the place, and there’s no sign of anyone. The cows are in need of milking. There are eleven fresh graves, and one of them is definitely Sir John. There’s a cross with his name on, at the head of the grave.”

“So, he didn’t survive the disease,” said Christopher. “Then it’s clear for me to claim my inheritance, I’d say. I wonder who’s been looking after the house. I’d like to meet them. Perhaps they thought they could take over in my absence. Well, I’m back now!”

“What about John and his family?” asked Robert.

“So where is he?” asked Christopher.

“Maybe he is the one who has been keeping house.”

“That’s an awful thought, Charles. He’s older than me and he has five sons. Well, we must make ourselves at home and wait!”

They pulled off their boots and made themselves comfortable. The tarts were demolished in an instant.

“Very good, I think we’ll keep the cook,” laughed Charles.

“Can anyone milk a cow?” asked Jake. They all looked blankly at each other. Jake quickly disappeared and headed to the barn.

In their safe place, William prepared a quick meal, which they ate in silence. He produced blankets and coverings to keep them warm. Bessie brought out her sewing basket and moved nearer to their only light.

“We don’t know what time of day it is, William,” she said.

“Our bodies have their own clock, Bessie, as a guide. Anyway, the time of day doesn’t matter really, as long as we’re safe.”

“Yes, I agree,” said Bessie. “I’m sorry I doubted you, William.”

“Not to worry. As long as you do as I ask from now on. It might get a bit tedious, I’m afraid, but we have to keep them guessing.”

“Do you think they’ll stay forever?” asked Bessie.

“If they’re family, they’ll most definitely put their claim on the estate. So, I’d say yes to your question.”

“Today, I suggest we saddle up and search all the places they could be hiding,” said Christopher.

“While you do that, I’ll go hunting for chickens and a pig,” said Jake, as he carried some sacks to his horse. “Where are the pigs usually kept, Christopher?”

“Behind the barn, Jake and I wish you the best of luck with them.”

Christopher headed for a cave he remembered from boyhood. It was empty with no signs of life.

“This is where we hid from our nurse, until someone told her where to look for us. That was when our game was up, and the fun we had was ruined.”

They turned away from the cave, and Charles asked, “Where next?”

“We’ll visit Mr West at the neighbouring farm to find out if he knows anything.” They followed Christopher and soon arrived at the neighbouring farm. Christopher called out Mr West’s name on arrival. An elderly man emerged from the barn.

“Who calls?” he said, squinting into the sun.

“I do,” replied Christopher, as he dismounted from his horse. “Christopher Ackroyd, Mr West, from the Hall.”

“Well, hello Christopher, it’s been a long time since you were last here.”

“It has, Mr West, far too long. Do you know who buried Sir John and the rest of the family?”

“Is there no one at the Hall?” asked Mr West.

“No, they seem to have gone. But it appears not that long ago, as the range was still warm when we arrived. Who was it, do you know?”

“Yes, I do as you ask,” he replied. “His name was William Ackroyd, but I didn’t know a lot about him. He kept himself to himself, if you know what I mean. He was a good, sensible man, gave me a hand when I needed it, no problem. Told me he had buried everyone and how sorry he was for the loss. He said the animals had been looked after.”

“Yes, it seems everything is in order. My man Jake is tending to the animals now. They haven’t returned while we’ve been there. Perhaps they may never return. Did he say anything about himself, Mr West, where he came from?”

“No, he did not.”

“Well, we have a mystery on our hands. Thank you for your time. We’ll be leaving shortly, but we’ll be returning soon, Mr West. In the meantime, I’ll leave Jake to look after the animals. Can you keep an eye on the estate for me and warn off anyone thinking of taking up residency in the Hall?” asked Christopher.

“I can try, Christopher, but I’m on my own here. I’ve no one to help if things get out of hand.”

“I appreciate that, but please don’t put yourself in any danger on our account.”

They rode off, leaving Mr West pondering.

“Well, well, no neighbours yet again. I think I’ll have to get to know this, Jake.”

The following day, he saddled his horse and rode over to Ackroyd Hall to find Jake. He called out to Jake who appeared from the barn.

“If you’re looking for Christopher and his men, you’ve just missed them. They left at dawn,” he said to Mr West.

“I came here to see you, Jake, not Christopher. I’m Mr West from the neighbouring farm.”

“I see, what can I do for you?”

“How many cows do you have that are on heat and ready for a bull, Jake?”

“About four, I think, Sir. Why? Do you have a bull?”

“No, but I have seen one loose, roaming about. I don’t know who he belongs to but he looks good, Jake. If we put our cows out, we may be able to lure him to them and he just might serve them. What do you think?”

“I agree. We should take advantage of a roaming bull. No doubt about it,” said Jake. “Which field do you want me to put them in?”

“The one they call Oak Cross. Do you know it?”

“I know it,” said Jake. “Christopher has pointed it out to me. Shall it be done today? Are you ready to move yours?”

“I am, Jake. Say we’ll have it done by noon. I’ll watch him from my side and close the gate as he approaches the cows.”

“Good, that will be one problem solved. We won’t lose our milk supply,” said Jake, gleefully rubbing his hands together.

“If we work together, Jake, we could achieve a lot.”

“I agree, Mr West. I’ll go and finish the milking before Gareth comes to collect.”

“He’s already collected mine, and by the way, could you call me George from now on. It’s only right if we are to work together, and, just one more thing, tell me, are you setting traps for the rabbits, Jake?”

“Yes, I am, George.”

“Let me know where then and we won’t get in each other’s way. I’ll see you this afternoon with the cows, Jake, you can fill me in then.” George turned and rode away.

George certainly doesn’t mince his words, thought Jake, as he milked the last cow. Just as he finished, Gareth appeared to pick up the milk. It wasn’t long before the fresh milk was safely loaded onto the wagon.

“See you tomorrow,” shouted Gareth, as he drove off.

Jake turned back to the cows.

“Right, I’d better get you all to the field. George will be there soon.” He rounded them up and made his way down to the field at Oak Cross. Quite a bit of grass here for them, he thought, and if we can entice the bull to them, we’ll be laughing.

George soon arrived with his four cows. That will be eight calves later in the year, hopefully, and hopefully, one will be a bull calf. We’ll be set then for the future, thought Jake.

“Hello, George, any sign of the bull?”

“No, but I think we’ll need to make ourselves scarce now.”

“Ok, George, I’ll make my way back. I have a pigsty to mend.” They parted company, leaving the cows to mingle and get to know each other.

George decided to hide in a small wooded area nearby, in full view of the field, keeping an eye out for the bull to appear. The cows milled around, mooing at each other.

“That’s it,” said George. “Let him know you’re there, girls.”

About an hour later, the bull approached warily and eventually entered the field. The cows went to greet him and then continued to graze, unperturbed. George watched anxiously. Suddenly, the bull mounted one of his cows. Good, thought George, let’s see if I can shut the gate and then leave them to get on with it. He crept towards the gate as quietly as he could, all the while keeping his eye on the bull. He noticed the bull was already nosing around another cow. When he did mount her, George carefully closed the gate and made a quick exit. After letting out a huge sigh of relief and recomposing himself, he made his way home.

William carefully packed two bags, while Bessie watched.

“Are we leaving?” asked Bessie.

“Christopher and his friends have been gone for a while. All is quiet. I will go out to the stables and prepare the horse and cart. I’m sure Jake would have heard about me from George West, so he shouldn’t be too surprised to see me turn up,” said William. “He won’t know you, Bessie. Make your way out the back and up to the track, and I’ll meet you there. Take your bag with you.”

“Where are we going, William?”

“I will tell you when we’re clear of the house, Bessie. Make no sound now, Jake must not see you. Dress for a journey, nothing too fancy, we don’t want to draw attention to ourselves.”

Minutes later, Bessie appeared. “I’m ready, William. Are you sure everything must be left hidden here?”

“Yes, Bessie. Have you understood my instructions as to where to go?”

“Yes, William, but you must close the door behind me or the house won’t be secure.”

“Yes, I will. Don’t fret, Bessie, follow me.”

They left through Sir John’s study. William looked out of the window to see if the coast was clear for them to make a move. Once he was satisfied it was, he lifted the bar on the back door and let Bessie slip out. He watched her make her way through the garden before going to the kitchen. It was empty. He slowly opened the door and stepped out into the yard. There was no sign of Jake so far.

William entered the barn, located the cart, and made his way to the stables to get the horse. He put the horse in the shafts and proceeded to fill a nosebag for later. He put his bag in the cart and mounted. Jake appeared from the side of the barn.

William called out quickly, “You must be Jake. I’m William. I’ll be away for two to three days; I have some business to attend to. So, see you later.”

Jake was completely taken by surprise.

“Yes, alright,” he replied, in a low tone as he stared at William riding speedily out of the yard. Jake watched him disappear into the distance, shrugged his shoulders and then left for the bottom field to the cows. As he approached, he saw that the gate was shut and the bull secure in the field.

He continued walking down to George’s farm. When he got to the door, he called out, “George, are you there?”

George came out into the yard, grinning.

“We got him, Jake. He’s already served three, that I’ve seen.”

“Great! Won’t he get bored when he’s served them all, George?” asked Jake.

“Probably,” replied George. “Then we will let him go again; he would have served his purpose. I suggest we move the cows to the top fields, nearer the house and separate them into the two herds as before. They should remember where to go for milking, and then everything will be back to normal again. Tomorrow, I think, will be soon enough.”

“George, I’ve just met William from the Hall. He’s gone off for a few days, didn’t say where. He just had a small bag with him.”

“He seems to be a law unto himself, that one,” said George. “We’ll carry on with the farming, Jake, until they all get back.”

“I suppose so. At least we’ll be kept busy,” said Jake.

“I caught a rabbit this morning, Jake. Fancy coming over for dinner later?”

“Love to, George. I’ll bring the vegetables.” And the dinner date was set.

William picked up Bessie on the track, and they set off, travelling along the back roads to keep a low profile.

“William, now you can tell me where we’re going.”

“To Yorkshire, Bessie,” he replied.

“Why, William? We don’t know anyone in Yorkshire, do we?”

“You don’t, but I do,” said William. “I need to find out who I really am, Bessie.”

“You are William Ackroyd,” said Bessie, perplexed.

“So, I’ve been told. But which branch of the Ackroyd family do I belong and who were my mother and father?”

“So, you’re saying you don’t know who your parents were, William?”

“No, I don’t. My mother died shortly after I was born, and I was put in the hands of a wet nurse for six months. After that, a couple took me in and raised me as their own. When I was thirteen years old, I left for good and never went back.”

“Oh, William, that wasn’t very nice. They must have really worried about you.”

“I suppose it’s difficult for you to understand, Bessie. You know your family. You have roots. Try and imagine how you would feel if you didn’t know who you belonged to.”

“You’re right, William. I can’t imagine life not knowing who my family were. I hope I can help you find yours. I think it will make you happy and more grounded.”

“Thank you, Bessie, but you must understand that most of this research I must do alone.”

“I understand a bit better now. Do what you have to do, William. Where will I stay?”

“I have thought with my old nurse, if she is still alive. She would be kind to you. But if it comes off, be careful when you’re there; don’t tell her anything about me. Talk about yourself, your own family, but not me and my predicament.”

“Can I mention Ackroyd Hall?”

“No, Bessie, not at all.”

“Oh, I shall have to be very careful then.”

“Yes, you will, Bessie.”

“Where will you stay, William?”

“I don’t know yet. It depends on where the trail leads me.”

“Where does your old nurse live?”

“In Sheffield.”

“Well, at least I’ll be travelling, visiting new places and meeting new people. I know I can’t tell anyone of my past, and that will be the difficult part, but I can keep a secret, William,” said Bessie.

“If it all works out in the end, Bessie, you’ll be able to tell all.”

“Is it much further?” she asked.

“About another twenty miles, or so. We’ll stop soon to rest Robin. He’s not a young horse anymore, and he’ll need to be fed soon.”

“That sounds like a good idea to me,” said Bessie, feeling quite relieved.

Further along the road, they came upon an inn and took a look around the stables at the back. They settled Robin down in the stable, and once he was made comfortable, William went into the inn to secure rooms and food for them both. When everything was sorted, he returned to the stable to fetch Bessie. She, in the meantime, had been chatting to the stable boy. He mentioned they had been busy of late. They’d had five gentlemen stay there twice in quick succession. Once on their outward journey and on the return journey too. Nice horses, and they gave a very good tip on both occasions, apparently. He didn’t get to find out much about them; they kept to themselves mostly.

Bessie’s immediate thought was that it was Christopher and his men. She couldn’t wait to tell William. William was so pleased with her for probing the stable boy and told her so. Bessie felt relieved that she’d done something useful for a change and was happy to sit and eat her mutton pie and drink ale with him.

“So, we now know which direction they came from. We must be careful not to bump into them. Not yet anyway. I need to find out who I really am first,” said William.

“Do you think they could be your family?” asked Bessie.

“How can I know, we share the same name. That is, if Ackroyd is truly my real name.” Bessie noticed how solemn William looked as he talked about his anonymity.

“Oh William, how exciting it would be if they were. Maybe Ackroyd Hall is your true home,” said Bessie, in an attempt to raise his spirits.

“I doubt it. Bessie, you really are letting your imagination run riot. Me, Ackroyd gentry … I don’t think so!”

They retired to their separate rooms for the night. This pleased Bessie after being cramped together in that tiny room in Ackroyd Hall. After a good night’s rest, they met downstairs for breakfast. The food was good and plentiful. The landlord was very pleasant and came over to them to ask them if everything was alright during their stay.

“I couldn’t help notice that you have the same surname as a recent customer,” he said, referring to William.

“Really, and who else has stayed here with my surname?” quizzed William.

“Well, we had a Christopher Ackroyd and four friends stay, not so long ago.”

“What a coincidence,” said Bessie. “Do we know a Christopher?”

“No, there’s never been a Christopher in the family, Bessie,” said William, carrying on with the act.

“Never mind, just thought I’d mention it,” said the landlord.

“If you see them again, I’d prefer you don’t mention us. They seem to be Ackroyd gentry, nothing like us,” said William.

“Certainly, Sir, I won’t. You’re correct, they were gentry, not our sort at all.”

“Thank you, landlord. We’ll be on our way after this excellent breakfast. We’ll certainly be recommending your hostelry to people we know.”

“Thank you, Sir. Pleased to have been of service. You and your lady friend have proved to be better customers than the other Ackroyds. Be rest assured, I won’t mention that you stayed here.”

William proceeded to pay the landlord while Bessie went to pack.

“I don’t have much money, but I appreciate good service,” said William, adding another coin.

“Thank you, Sir. Yours is worth more than some. Have a safe journey.”

Bessie rejoined William downstairs, and they went out to the stables, only to find a well-rested Robin, well-groomed and already in the shafts.

“Well done,” said William, slipping the stable boy a coin. He mounted the horse, and with Bessie already behind in the cart, they left as quietly as they had arrived.

“I enjoyed staying there,” said Bessie.

“Yes, it was a good place, but we must be careful in the future. I think Christopher obviously likes it too!”

“What a pity,” sighed Bessie.

“Look,” said William, pointing to a building in the valley. “There’s another inn down there.”

“I’m sure it would be just as comfortable, William.”

“We can stay there next time, Bessie. A bit too small and sedate for Christopher and his friends, I’d say. We’d be safe there.”

“Well spotted, William.”

“We must keep our wits about us; we don’t want to bump into them anytime soon.” Bessie smiled and nodded at William.

They entered Sheffield, and William guided the horse to a small house in a quiet area, leaving Bessie in the cart.

“Let me go first and see if she is still living here.”

He went up to the front door and knocked. An elderly lady answered. On seeing William, she threw her arms around his neck and drew him close to her. They quickly engaged in conversation. That’s a good welcome, thought Bessie, as she readied herself to get down from the cart. William returned to the cart to help her down.

“It’s all arranged,” said William. “This is where you will stay for a few days while I attend to a personal business matter.”

“It seems that everything is falling into place, William, thank goodness. Who did you say I was to the lady? What did you call me?”

“I said you were Bessie, my lady friend and that you’ve been helping me at the Hall. Come, I’ll introduce you.”

Bessie was transported into a warm, cosy house where she was introduced to Hannah, the occupier. She found Hannah to be very easy to talk to.

“Be mindful, be careful what you say,” whispered William.

“Yes, yes, of course, William.”

She was shown into a delightful bedroom, and before she knew it, William had left. She unpacked her things, sat on the bed and waited. It wasn’t long before Hannah called up the stairs to her.

“Come down for some tea, Bessie,” she said. She entered the parlour and noticed a nice fire burning in the grate. Hannah sat behind a rather large teapot, smiling at her as she approached.

“Such a surprise to see him again,” she said. “The last time he was here, he was just six months old. Oh, I did miss him.”

Bessie listened and soon realised that she didn’t have to contribute much in the way of conversation, just nod now and again, drink her tea and eat her cake. When they were finished, she helped clear away and wash the cups and plates.

“How long have you known William?” asked Hannah.

“Not long really,” replied Bessie, quietly,

“He must like you to have brought you with him.”

“I do hope so,” said Bessie. Hannah laughed.

“Come, sit by the fire. I think you and I shall get along just fine.”

They spent a pleasant evening together. Bessie was very curious about the area she now found herself in.

“I’ll show you some of it tomorrow
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