

[image: Cover Image]




 

Lynne Francis grew up in Yorkshire but studied, lived and worked in London for many years. She draws inspiration for her novels from a fascination with family history, landscapes and the countryside.

Her first saga series was set in west Yorkshire but a move to east Kent, and the discovery of previously unknown family links to the area, gave her the idea for a Georgian-era trilogy. Lynne’s exploration of her new surroundings provided the historical background for the novels, as well as allowing her to indulge another key interest: checking out the local teashops and judging the cake.

When she’s not at her desk, writing, Lynne can be found in the garden, walking through the countryside or beside the sea.


By Lynne Francis

A Maid's Ruin

THE MILL VALLEY GIRLS

Ella’s Journey

Alice’s Secret

Sarah’s Story



[image: image]




Copyright

Published by Piatkus

Originally published as The Margate Maid

	
ISBN: 978-0-349-42457-6

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2020 by Lynne Francis

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Piatkus

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


Contents

About the Author

By Lynne Francis

Title Page

Copyright

Part One: Spring – Summer 1786

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Part Two: Summer 1786

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Part Three: Spring 1789

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Part Four: July 1789 – January 1790

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Part Five: January 1790 – August 1791

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Chapter Fifty-Four

Chapter Fifty-Five

Chapter Fifty-Six

Chapter Fifty-Seven

Chapter Fifty-Eight

Part Six: August 1791 – April 1792

Chapter Fifty-Nine

Chapter Sixty

Chapter Sixty-One

Chapter Sixty-Two

Chapter Sixty-Three

Acknowledgements

Historical Note


PART ONE

SPRING – SUMMER 1786


CHAPTER ONE
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‘What are you looking at?’ Molly’s tone sounded sharp, even to her ears.

The boy looked confused, as if trying to work out what he had done wrong. ‘I’m drawing,’ he said. ‘Do you want to see?’

She glowered at him, but really it was her uncle William she was angry with, not this boy, whom she’d never seen before. His blond hair, wavy and long, was loosely pulled back into the collar of his brown wool jacket, a heavy lock falling over his forehead. He looked a little younger than she was and small for his age, perching on a tumbledown part of the wall with a book of paper on his knee. Truly, Molly thought, he hadn’t done anything to deserve her anger. She moved a little closer and peered at what he was doing.

‘Why, you’ve captured it well!’ she exclaimed. She walked round him to stand at his shoulder and squinted at the church he was drawing.

‘Where did you learn to do that?’ she asked, unable to disguise her admiration.

The boy shrugged. ‘I don’t know. At school, I suppose. I’ve always been able to draw.’

‘You go to school?’ Molly felt cross again. She had wanted to learn but her father and uncle had said it was a waste of time. What need would she have of book learning? they asked. They already had a life mapped out for her: a milkmaid for her uncle and a dairymaid for her father, selling the milk to those who came by the stable-yard in Church Street. Married before she was twenty, no doubt, and a houseful of children to follow. It wasn’t at all what she had in mind.

She was making her way to Church Street now from her uncle’s barn, where she’d had a falling-out with him. He had said her bad temper at milking time was making the cows yield less, and accused her of spiteful squeezing of their teats. She could have told him that the poor yield was because they needed fresh pasture: the grass had been over-grazed and was no longer rich enough. But she was barely fourteen years old and he wasn’t going to listen to her.

Molly had cut through the churchyard, hoping that the peace as she walked between the yew hedge and the gravestones would calm her before she set to work in the Church Street dairy. Ahead of her was a morning of ladling out the milk from a great churn to whoever had the farthings to pay for it, while her father took the other churns on his rounds in the horse and cart.

She knew she was going to be late, but her admiration for what the boy was creating on the page had made her curious.

‘I must go,’ she said eventually, as the church clock struck eight. ‘My father will wonder where I am.’ She turned to leave, then stopped. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked.

‘Will. Will Turner.’

‘Molly Goodchild,’ she said, although he hadn’t asked. ‘Perhaps I’ll see you again.’

Molly’s day had begun before dawn, when she’d risen from her bed in the room she shared with her younger sisters, Lizzie and Mary, and crept down the stairs, boots clutched in her hand. The cows would be plodding towards her uncle’s barn from the fields, and by the time she arrived they would be jostling for space, filling the air with their warmth and ripe smell. A mix of fresh grass, milk and muck, Molly thought wryly, as she sat on the bottom stair to lace up her boots. She hadn’t even bothered to wash her face – she’d fallen into the habit of washing after her return from her morning’s work, seeing little point in doing the job twice.

She closed the back door of the cottage behind her, then hurried through the yard and out into the alley that led into Charlotte Place. From there she could cut through the grounds of St John’s Church and be at the field edge in no time. Molly pulled her shawl around her, glad of its warmth – even though it was spring it was still chilly so early in the morning. As she started to cross the field, fingers of light crept across the sky, released by the sun rising over the sea. She felt the damp strike through the thin soles of her boots and picked up her pace, welcoming the thought of the warmth of the cow barn.

The lowing of impatient cattle, waiting for their milkmaid, carried over the final stretch of field. Thomas, her uncle’s cowman, shook his head as she all but ran the final stretch across the yard.

‘He’s not best pleased with ye,’ he said as she passed, untying her bonnet and pulling off her shawl. Molly turned her head and stuck out her tongue, hearing Old Tom splutter with laughter just as she came face to face with Uncle William.

‘Late again,’ he said grimly. ‘I told that feckless brother of mine I’d give him a hand when Sally died, Lord rest her soul, so I’d expect you to be grateful enough to get yourself here of a morning in good time.’

Molly had been about to offer an apology until her uncle had mentioned the death of her mother. She drew her brows into a frown, convinced that her long, wavy chestnut hair, now released from her bonnet, had fallen far enough across her face to disguise her scowl. But her uncle added, ‘You’ll be frightening the cows with that face on you. It looks set to freeze the blood.’

She ignored him, taking her smock down from the peg and hanging her bonnet and shawl in its place. Then she went to fetch the milking stool and the metal pail, settling herself in the nearest stall where a cow already waited. The bucket grated on the stone floor as she pulled it into position and the animal shifted uneasily. Molly rested her forehead against its warm flanks and tried to still the hammering of her heart. She was out of breath from hurrying and also furious at her uncle’s words. She didn’t want her feelings to transfer themselves to the cow, and to the rest of the herd. They were sensitive to mood and to the way they were treated. Molly forced her fingers to work rhythmically, uttering soothing words as accompaniment.

‘I’m a bit late but we’ll soon sort you out. Hmm? Hmm? No need to get into a bother, is there now?’ The words were directed at the cow – but aimed at her uncle. Molly thought she’d kept her voice low, but he was hovering, watching her. His sharp ears caught her words.

‘I’ll not speak to you about it again, Molly. There’s plenty of other girls around here who’d be glad of regular work. They’ll be on time and work hard, without giving me and Old Tom any cheek.’

Molly made a face at the cow’s flank. As the milk eased to a trickle, then ceased, she stood up, patted the animal’s neck and emptied the milk into the churn before she took her stool and milking pail to the next stall. It would be easier if there was more than one milkmaid, she was sure, but her uncle maintained his herd was too small to require it, so Molly worked her way along the five stalls, milking each cow in turn. Old Tom sent them back into the fields with a slap on the rump, then led in another to wait patiently in a stall.

Molly tried to calm herself and clear her mind. She didn’t want to make the animals uneasy, and her own job harder. But the unfairness of her uncle’s words stung.


CHAPTER TWO
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It was hardly her father John’s fault that his wife had died, Molly thought. Her mother, Sally, had faded away after the birth of the youngest, christened Alfred but known to the family as Boy, and she’d died six months later. Boy had followed shortly after. Molly, aged nine, found herself mother to Lizzie and Mary and to her own father. He’d lost his job as a carpenter when her mother had died, grief and despair rendering him helpless and unable to concentrate.

His brother, Uncle William, had found him work at a corn merchant’s, in a much lowlier post. William, who had been very fond of his sister-in-law, viewing her as the sensible one of the family, saw it as his duty to help his brother’s family. He’d been furious when, three months into the new job, John had met Ann, a young woman barely ten years older than Molly, a farmer’s daughter who delivered his sacks of grain to the corn merchant. John and Ann were married within the year and a baby was born not six months after.

Molly had heard her uncle shouting at her father when he’d told him of the marriage plans.

‘So you couldn’t wait, eh, John? Sally barely cold in her grave and you’re having Ann up against the corn sacks?’ Her father had shut the kitchen door after that so she didn’t hear his reply, and Molly had pushed the little ones up the stairs to their bedroom so that they weren’t upset by the quarrel.

Molly had mixed feelings about her new stepmother. She was grateful to have an extra pair of hands about the house but disliked the way that Ann hung on her father’s every word. She monopolised his attention and seemed to want to sit on his knee just as much as Lizzie and Mary did. Of an evening, after they’d eaten their supper, she’d follow him around, draping her arm about his waist and whispering in his ear until Molly could bear the sight of it no more and took herself away. In summer, she’d go out to the fields and wander across them as the sun set, watching the rabbits at play, or she’d sit by the shallow pools of the Brooks, where dragonflies hovered and water voles plopped into the water at her approach. She returned as late as she dared, steeling herself for a scolding from her father for going off without a word. In winter, she’d turn her back on the pair of them, taking a basket of mending and going to sit by the fire. Or she’d take a candle up to her room with the one book that the house possessed, the Bible, trying to spell out the words there that she recognised.

It was hard to escape the influence that Uncle William had over Molly’s family and their lives. He was their neighbour in Princes Crescent, along with his wife Jane and their three children. Although her uncle’s house was next door, it was much grander than theirs. It sat in a terrace of five houses that stood high above their neighbours’ much smaller and rather down-at-heel cottages. Each of those houses was set over three floors, with an additional basement – a sign to one and all that they could afford servants – and their drawing rooms were elevated above the street, giving them an airy outlook. Uncle William’s house had a proper garden at the back, rather than a yard, with a lawn and flowerbeds. Aunt Jane grew roses there and sometimes sat out on a summer’s evening with her husband. Before Molly’s mother had died, her family would occasionally join them, the children playing while the adults chatted. This hadn’t happened since her mother’s death, and Molly missed it.

Once John had remarried and Molly was needed less around the house, it had been Uncle William’s decision that she must work. The position of milkmaid was less an offer, more of a command, and Molly was pretty sure that it suited her uncle’s purpose very well and wasn’t simply a charitable move on behalf of his brother’s family. He’d also suggested to John that he should give up the job at the corn merchant’s and work for him, distributing the milk produced by his cows. Demand had grown and he had increased his herd accordingly, shrewdly seeing a future business in the making.

Uncle William’s proximity meant that she had no chance of escaping his eagle eye. Even though Molly had started to leave her home by the kitchen door and the yard, rather than the overlooked street entrance, it felt to her that her uncle kept an eye on her every move. He himself worked hard to keep his own family well provided for, having fingers in many pies around the town. He not only kept a herd of cows but had an interest in a corn business and a bakery. In keeping with his determination to be seen as someone of note, he was a trustee of Prospect House, the poorhouse nearby, taking his role seriously, visiting regularly and always keen to find gainful employment for the inhabitants.

Molly’s day – which had not begun well after the argument with her uncle – had improved following her encounter with Will. She wondered about him as she made her way to the Church Street yard, where her uncle’s milk churns would be delivered, ready for distribution around town. The fact that Will was at liberty to sit with a sketchbook in the churchyard on a weekday morning signified he wasn’t in employment, while his accent and clothing set him apart from anyone she knew. She resolved to find out more, for surely he would be back in the churchyard sketching again at some point. But, for now, she had arrived in Church Street and her father was standing at the yard gate, on the lookout both for her and the cart carrying the churns.

‘A lovely morning, Molly,’ he observed, as she approached. The sun picked out the silver threads running through his once-dark hair, and his habitual worried expression was erased by the smile he gave her. She smiled back and reached up to kiss his cheek. Private moments with her father were few and far between and all the more precious since his marriage to Ann. This short period each morning, before he set off on his rounds, was all that Molly had left to remind her of how their life used to be.

Stopping only to wash her hands at the pump, with the block of harsh soap that always made her skin feel as though it had been flayed, she went into her father’s cubbyhole of an office. It was at the back of the stable, empty now because the horse was standing in the yard, stamping his feet and jingling his harness, impatient to be off. The office was barely deserving of the name, being just big enough for a chair and a small table covered with an untidy pile of papers. It smelt strongly of horse, as always. Molly put on the white apron that she always left hanging on the hook behind the door, noting as she did so that it would need to be taken home for washing at the day’s end. Tying the strings behind her she picked her way back through the stable, wrinkling her nose.

‘Has the boy not been yet?’ she asked her father, who was now leaning on the gate, ear cocked, as he listened for the arrival of the milk.

‘Not yet. I’m sure he’ll be here soon.’

Molly sighed. The stable lad came from the poorhouse each morning, employed to do menial jobs. The cleaning of the stable looked beyond him, though, for he was small and undernourished and looked hardly able to lift the pitchfork, although he stoutly maintained that he could manage. He’d been with them barely a month, and in the last week he’d been late every morning. Molly’s father, a gentle man, refused to say anything about this to her uncle who had arranged the boy’s employment.

‘Let’s give him a chance, poor thing,’ her father had said. ‘I daresay he’s barely seven years old and he’s got a cough that will see him into the ground at St John’s if he doesn’t shake it off. If he’s late a few days it does no harm.’

Molly privately thought that for the customers who came to the stable-yard to buy their milk it was nicer to be greeted by the aroma of freshly laid straw than by the stink of horse manure, but she kept her counsel. Her father was right to worry about the boy. She had taken the pitchfork from him on more than one occasion and bade him rest to ease his cough, while she finished the job.


CHAPTER THREE
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The metallic ring of a horse’s hoofs on the cobbles announced the arrival of her uncle’s milk churns just as a boy arrived at the gate.

‘Customer, Molly,’ her father called, busy helping the cart back up so the churns could be unloaded. ‘Can you bid him wait?’

Molly looked the boy up and down. She had at first thought him to be the stable-boy, grown in stature by at least a foot overnight. He wore the same sort of garb – a loose working jacket and trousers that were too short, as well as ill-fitting boots with snapped laces, much worn around the toes and heels. But as he approached she saw that he was a good deal older, closer to her own age perhaps. He had a shock of brown hair that looked as though he had slicked it down at the pump that morning when he set off but, dry now, it had half sprung back to its usual boisterous state. He looked nothing like her usual customers, for the most part local women or their small children, all of whom she recognised. Before she could ask him who he was, he introduced himself.

‘I’m Charlie. I’ll get going with the jobs, shall I?’ Before she could reply he’d turned on his heel and leapt onto the back of their cart, causing the horse, Nell, to start and look around in astonishment. Charlie beckoned to her father to hand the churns up to him. Molly could see that her father was bemused, but he wasn’t about to decline the offer of help. Manhandling the full churns onto the cart was a difficult job for him – he wasn’t a great deal taller than Molly herself.

In contrast to his brother William, who was broad and tall, and carried himself with an air of importance, Molly’s father always looked a little apologetic about his existence. As a result, her uncle’s delivery men never seemed to feel they should offer to assist. Once the churns were unloaded from their cart they would doff their caps to Molly and her father, then give the reins a shake to encourage the horse to set off at a brisk trot down the road. Molly’s father was left to manage his own affairs.

Charlie made short work of the loading, then rolled the last churn over to the corner of the yard as directed by John. The churn left behind was always placed in the shadiest spot, beneath the branches of an overhanging tree from the orchard next door, Church Street being at the limit of the town, with countryside stretching out to south and west. Shade wasn’t necessary now, but as the sun crossed the yard during the morning it would help to keep the milk cool until most of it had been sold, usually by midday.

‘Thank you, lad,’ her father called from his seat on the cart. Then he shook the reins and off they went, to visit the three big squares closer to the centre of town. Here the kitchen-maids would be waiting to hear the particular rumble of their cart and her father crying, ‘Whoa,’ to encourage Nell to stop. They seemed to be able to distinguish his cart from that of the coal merchant or the various pedlars, and would soon be lining up, jugs in hand, for supplies to see the households through the day.

Molly had marvelled that their wealthier customers could get through such a quantity of milk until Aunt Jane had told her they were in the habit of making junket and all manner of milky desserts that were served at dinner. Uncle William and Aunt Jane were sometimes invited to dine at the grand houses in Hawley Square, in view of William’s position as a trustee at the poorhouse, and so were well qualified to comment. The poorhouse, at William’s behest, had become a customer of the Goodchild Brothers milk business, following his assertion that milk would be good for undernourished children’s bones.

Molly had to admit to a grudging admiration for her uncle’s business sense. If he hadn’t seen an opportunity to grow his milk business, her job would have involved more than just milking the cows. She would have been expected to carry full pails up the hill, suspended from a great wooden yoke across her shoulders, then to hawk the milk around town. She was lucky to have the relatively respectable role of selling milk from the churn kept in the yard for those who couldn’t afford to pay for the convenience of the deliveries.

Molly had gone to fetch her book and pencil to keep account of those who preferred to settle their bill at the end of the week, when she saw that Charlie had seized the pitchfork and was setting about mucking out the stable.

‘Have you come from …’ She let the question hang in the air. Everyone locally called it the poorhouse although its name, Prospect House, suggested that those who entered its doors would receive the basic help required to set them on the path to a more secure future. The destitute were offered a dormitory bed, a uniform and a diet consisting mainly of soup, stew and potatoes, with meat on a Sunday after church, which all except the very sick must attend. Children who grew up in the poorhouse were expected to be apprenticed at seven or eight years old, the boys to a farmer or maltster, or as a sailor, the girls to the bakers, laundries and milliners of the town. Charlie, if he was a poorhouse boy, should surely be apprenticed to a trade at his age and not available to work in their yard.

Molly realised that Charlie had paused, hands folded over the top of the pitchfork handle, and was regarding her with deep brown eyes that held the hint of a smile.

‘Am I a Prospect boy, d’you mean? Aye,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Did your uncle not tell you? My brother Samuel is too poorly to come.’ Here Charlie’s face took on a sombre expression. ‘So I’m here in his stead. Just until he’s well again.’ Molly had a feeling that his words were more to convince himself than her. A cough such as his brother had could spread quickly through the poorhouse, carrying off the weak, the young and the old.

‘Nature’s way of limiting things,’ her uncle said briskly, whenever Sunday service at St John’s ended with prayers for a list of names from Prospect House, all of whom had succumbed to ailments that week.

‘Samuel,’ Molly repeated, aware that neither she nor her father had troubled to enquire about his name. Now that he had one, his health seemed more of a concern. ‘I hope he makes a quick recovery.’

Further conversation was prevented by the arrival of the first of a regular stream of local customers, and it was only when this had dwindled that Molly was able to question Charlie a little more. He’d finished and was scrubbing his hands at the pump. Realising how hungry she was, and how long she had been up and working, with just a mug of milk to sustain her, she unwrapped the hunk of bread and cheese her father had brought in and left for her in his office as usual.

‘Would you like some?’ she asked Charlie. Without being asked, he’d not only mucked out the stable but had somehow restored order to the yard. He’d stacked boxes and hung up various implements that Molly and her father had left out, intending to deal with them at some point.

Charlie hesitated, as if wondering whether she really meant it.

‘Go on,’ she urged. Within the hour she would be going home, with whatever milk was left in the churn, and she could be sure of a hot dinner shortly after that. Charlie looked as though he barely saw enough food to keep his bones covered with flesh, although there was no doubting that he was strong.

Molly halved the bread and cheese as well as she could and handed his portion to him. ‘What do you do?’ she asked. ‘Usually, I mean.’

‘I work in the poorhouse gardens,’ Charlie said, speaking through a mouthful of bread. He swallowed hard. ‘I’m apprenticed to the head gardener there, although I’ve barely another month to go.’ He bit into the bread again and chewed thoughtfully. ‘I’m one of the lucky ones. I love what I do and Mr Fleming has said that if he can’t keep me there he’ll find a garden to take me on his recommendation.’

Molly noticed that he’d pocketed all but a fragment of the cheese, which he now ate with the last morsel of bread.

‘Mr Fleming is good to me. He let me come here today so that Samuel could rest. Samuel will take over my apprenticeship when I’m done.’

Another customer arrived and Molly hurried to serve her, asking how her son fared, newly away to sea. When she turned back to Charlie, he was already on the other side of the gate.

‘Will we see you tomorrow?’ she called.

‘Aye, if Samuel’s no better,’ he replied. He waved and was gone before she could thank him. As Molly tipped the churn to empty the dregs into a metal can to take home, she thought about the two boys she had met that day, both strangers to her. It was unusual in a town where so much was routine, day after day and season after season.


CHAPTER FOUR
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An hour after Molly had arrived home, her father returned from his rounds. He came straight up to her in the kitchen as she stirred the stew for dinner.

‘I must thank you for the job you did on the yard,’ he said, clasping her shoulders and giving them a squeeze. ‘It hasn’t looked so clean and tidy in a long time. Your uncle stopped by as I was stabling the horse and he was most impressed.’

Molly blushed. ‘Oh, it wasn’t me. I can claim no credit. It was Charlie.’

‘Charlie?’ Her father paused in washing his hands and turned to her, puzzled.

‘The boy who helped load the churns this morning,’ Molly said. ‘He wasn’t a customer at all.’ She started to explain about Charlie’s younger brother Samuel to her father, until Ann called them to the table and her father’s attention was diverted by Lizzie and Mary.

Molly was to see Charlie each day over the next week, even on Sunday, when she could pick him out among the congregation in the pews at the back reserved for the poor-house inmates. There was no sign of Samuel at his side, and he’d had little good news to report each morning. Samuel struggled to eat or sleep, being plagued by coughing fits, and Charlie, who had no family in the poorhouse other than his brother, was clearly very worried.

Molly had learnt a little more about Charlie in snatched conversations while they both worked in the stable-yard. He’d arrived at the poorhouse with his mother, when he was six. His father had been lost at sea and his mother, expecting Samuel, had had no means of taking care of herself and her family. Charlie had been separated from his mother on arrival and put into a dormitory with the other boys. Having lived until then with mostly just his mother for company, Charlie had found Prospect House hard to bear. His mother had survived Samuel’s birth by less than a twelvemonth and Charlie had become his little brother’s protector. He stated these facts with very little emotion, but his words created a vivid picture for Molly. He went on to describe how he had started to hide in the poorhouse garden whenever he could as an escape from the place he now had to call home.

It hadn’t taken long for Mr Fleming, the head gardener, to notice Charlie lurking among the currant bushes but he’d chosen to ignore him. He’d worked in the walled garden as though Charlie wasn’t there, but after a couple of days, during which Charlie always slipped away to his dormitory at night but crept back at the first opportunity each morning, Mr Fleming had begun to talk to him as he worked. He’d told him what he was doing and why, as he’d staked up straggling plants or raked over the soil in the borders ready to sow seeds. He’d taken care not to catch Charlie’s eye or to address him directly, but Charlie had watched and listened.

After a week, his curiosity had got the better of him. He edged out from under the bushes to ask Mr Fleming why the trees had grown flowers. The head gardener’s answer was followed by a whole stream of questions that Charlie had obviously been storing up. Mr Fleming must have spoken to the authorities, for no one queried Charlie’s absences each day, and soon he and Charlie had become inseparable around the garden. On Charlie’s seventh birthday he found himself summoned to the overseer’s office.

‘Now, Charlie,’ Mr Dalton said, ‘I have something for you.’ Mr Fleming was also there, hands and face scrubbed and looking a little cleaner and tidier than usual. He nodded encouragingly at Charlie as Mr Dalton said, ‘I want you to make your mark on these papers here, to signify that you are apprenticed to Mr Fleming for the next seven years. Do you understand what this means, Charlie?’

Charlie nodded, for Mr Fleming had spoken to him about this. He was a little overawed by the seriousness of the occasion but made his cross on the page as asked, then went about the rest of his day in the garden as usual. He had been working with Mr Fleming ever since.

A week and a day after she had first met him, when Molly was checking the stable-yard gate every few minutes for signs of Charlie, another figure appeared. He was smaller than Charlie but taller than Samuel, and dressed in the Prospect House uniform. The boy introduced himself as Mark, but Molly was barely listening.

‘Charlie isn’t coming today?’ she asked him.

‘No, miss.’

‘Why not?’ Even as she said the words, Molly knew the answer.

‘He’s back in the gardens, miss. I’m your new stable-boy.’

‘And Samuel?’ When the boy merely looked at her blankly, she added, ‘Charlie’s brother.’

‘Dead, miss.’

An image of Samuel as she had last seen him, his clothes hanging off his frame and his nose running as he coughed and coughed over his work, came into Molly’s mind. She’d been irritated by his cough, she remembered now with shame.

There was nothing more to be said, so she gave Mark the pitchfork and his instructions, and took up her post by the milk churn. The morning seemed to drag without Charlie to talk to and, by the time she was walking home for dinner, Molly had decided she would go to the poorhouse gardens that afternoon and seek Charlie out. She needed to thank him for his help, she reasoned, and Mr Fleming, too, for allowing Charlie to come to them in his brother’s place.

But after dinner Ann needed her to go into town to deliver a box of ribbon decorations to the milliner. This was another of Uncle William’s fortuitous connections: the milliner’s business had grown to such an extent that she was forced to seek the assistance of nimble-fingered outworkers to create adornments for her hats. William had suggested to his brother that Ann could be doing this while she was at home with the children, to add a few pennies to the family’s budget whenever she could. Ann had proved adept at the job but all efforts to train Molly in the art had failed. Her attempts looked as though the horse had chewed them, according to Ann, so Molly was demoted to messenger, for which she was thankful.

Usually, she was glad to get away from the house and walk down the hill towards the sea, not least to escape the household chores. Today, with sunlight sparkling on the water and the sails of the ships waiting to enter the harbour billowing in the brisk breeze, it should have been a particularly delightful stroll. Molly would normally have dawdled, taking in the view and the smell of the sea on the air, keen to linger at the shop windows, admiring the trinkets set out to tempt residents and visitors alike. She was in a hurry, though, wishing to complete her errand so that she could visit the poorhouse gardens on the way home, in search of Charlie.

Molly burst through the door of the milliner’s shop, a little out of breath from hurrying. Mrs Hughes looked reprovingly at her over the top of her spectacles and continued to devote herself to the customers in the shop. Molly was forced to stand back respectfully while Mrs Hughes dealt with them, which allowed her to catch her breath and gave her flushed cheeks a chance to cool.

While she waited, Molly observed the customers, two well-dressed young ladies: one younger and the other a little older than herself. Sisters or cousins, perhaps. Mrs Hughes clearly knew the older of the two for, although she was treating her with deference she was also asking questions, which implied a degree of knowledge about her and her family.

‘How is Lady Bridges?’ Mrs Hughes asked, as she deftly placed the bonnet that one of the young ladies had purchased in a box. ‘Is she in town today? Might I have the pleasure of her custom later?’

‘Mother is indisposed,’ the young woman replied. ‘We have her carriage all to ourselves. In fact, it will be calling here shortly, expecting to find us. Would you mind giving the footman this parcel?’ She indicated the box with the bonnet in it. ‘And could you tell him that I have decided to take tea at the Assembly Rooms? Our visitor, Miss Austen, has been very patient while I’ve attended to all Mother’s errands, and I think she deserves a treat.’

‘Very well, Miss Bridges.’

The young lady so addressed picked up her parasol from where it rested against the counter and linked arms with Miss Austen. They nodded at Molly as they left the shop.

She fancied that the younger girl swept her from top to toe with a curious glance and felt herself blushing furiously. Molly was only too aware of the contrast she presented to the two elegant figures: Miss Bridges was attired in a rose-coloured summer gown while her companion was wearing white muslin, sprigged with tiny pink flowers. Molly looked down at herself. Her own plain cotton dress was clean but faded and had been let down many times as she grew, now barely covering the tops of her boots. The two young women appeared to glide as they moved, their gowns practically sweeping the floor. The boots peeping from beneath their hems were dainty, made in the softest glossy leather, while Molly’s own were practical rather than pretty and worn within an inch of their life.

‘Ann’s done a lovely job as usual,’ Mrs Hughes said, as she lifted the lid from the box that Molly presented to her. ‘Tell her I’ll have more for her to do later this week. Now that the boats from London have started their extra services into the harbour, we’re getting more visitors by the day. They seem to like treating themselves to a new bonnet while they’re here. I’ll be run off my feet again.’ Mrs Hughes looked up from making a note of Molly’s delivery in her ledger. ‘I’m not complaining, mind. All good for business.’

‘Were those ladies from London?’ Molly asked, finally finding her voice.

‘Bless you, no. That’s Miss Elizabeth Bridges and one of their family visitors. The Bridges live in the country, a few miles from here, and they’ve come in her mother’s carriage. Lady Bridges is a very good customer of mine and her daughters like to come here for their bonnets, rather than go to Canterbury, as they say I keep up with the London fashions.’

The doorbell rang to herald another customer and Mrs Hughes turned aside from Molly, a ready smile on her lips. Molly slipped out, eyes cast down, and breathed a sigh of relief as she stood outside the shop. She could go back up the high street towards home, but call in first to the poorhouse garden in search of Charlie.

‘Pssst!’

Molly looked around. Was someone trying to attract her attention?

‘Over here.’ She became aware of a figure waving from the other side of the road and, with a start, she recognised Will. She hadn’t given him a thought over the past week but now he was before her, sketchbook in hand, leaning against the wall of the King’s Head inn.

She crossed the road to him, as he clearly had no intention of coming to her.

‘Are you drawing again?’ Molly asked on reaching his side, for she saw that his book was open.

‘I am,’ he said, ‘And I was hoping that you could help me, perhaps.’

‘Me?’ Molly was astonished. ‘What can I do?’

‘Well, I’m drawing this view down the hill to the harbour.’ Will held out the sketchbook for her to see. ‘But although the harbour is busy, I realised that the street in front looks a bit dull, with no one in it. People come and go so quickly I haven’t been able to capture them.’

Molly frowned. It was true – all the interest was at the back of the sketch, although she would have been hard-pressed to realise that without Will pointing it out.

‘I still don’t see how I can help,’ she said.

‘Two ladies came out of the shop just before you,’ Will said. ‘They loitered for a moment or two while one of them tried to put up a parasol but was defeated by the breeze. I was struck by the colours of their outfits and how much they added to the scene.’

Molly looked at Will. Did he expect her to go after Miss Bridges and her visitor, for it was surely them, and to fetch them back to pose for him?

She was about to tell him that the ladies he had referred to were too fine to be his models when he spoke again. ‘I thought perhaps you might pose for me.’

Molly stared at him, incredulous. She looked down at her clothing, then at him in some bewilderment.

‘I just need you to stand in front of the shop, as they did,’ Will added hastily. ‘I struggle to draw people, you see. I can’t just make them up.’

‘But my clothes?’ Molly asked.

‘I can remember what they were wearing,’ Will said. ‘I just need someone to stand there, to get the proportions right. Will you do it?’ He looked hopeful.

Molly was not a little embarrassed at being asked, but also intrigued: an artist’s model – who would have thought it? She returned to the shop front and allowed Will to direct her from over the road. She stepped forwards and backwards and turned towards the harbour until she was standing at an angle that Will found pleasing. She steadfastly ignored Mrs Hughes within the shop, although she was aware of her out of the corner of her eye. She still had customers, luckily, or she would have come out and scolded her before sending her on her way.

She prayed that Will would get the bare bones of his sketching done quickly, but he wanted her to pretend to raise a parasol, something that proved problematic as she had never done such a thing in her life. By the time he professed himself happy, Molly was quite red in the face from embarrassment. She had also attracted a small and giggling crowd of street urchins and she was sure that Mrs Hughes would have something to say about it when she next took a delivery to the shop on Ann’s behalf.

She crossed back over the street to Will and asked to see what he had produced. He had already closed and bound up his sketchbook, however, and declared himself keen to get home to work on it while it was still fresh in his mind.

Molly was annoyed but, sensing he was unwilling to share the unfinished work, she instead asked him in which direction his route home lay.

‘I’m staying with my aunt in St John’s Street,’ Will replied.

‘Why, that’s just around the corner from me,’ Molly said. ‘We can go back together.’

As they walked, Molly managed to coax him into revealing that his mother was ill so he had been sent from home in London to stay with his aunt in Margate and to be schooled in the town. ‘Although I’m probably spending more time drawing than I am on any of my other subjects,’ Will confessed.

‘I could show you where to get good views of the town, if you like,’ Molly offered. ‘Places you might not find by yourself.’

They’d reached the point where their paths divided so they parted, Molly promising to meet Will the following afternoon to show him some vantage points. It was only when she reached the kitchen door that she realised she had forgotten all about going to visit Charlie.

Tomorrow, she thought, before remembering her arrangement with Will. Well, then, it would just have to be the day after.


CHAPTER FIVE
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The following day, Molly walked with Will along the cliffs to Margate Mills, the row of corn mills set high at the field edge to make the most of the wind that blew in off the sea. The day after that, she took him out along the medieval pilgrim route from St John’s Church towards St Peter’s, which had views over the countryside. On the way back, they made a detour through the fields so Molly could show him the cow barn where she did the milking each morning. When Will saw the cows in the fields he became more animated than she had seen him all afternoon, pulling out his sketchbook and resting it on the fence while he quickly sketched a group of cattle, huddled together and observing them suspiciously.

‘I’ll be back to do more of these,’ Will said. ‘I can imagine how well they will look in a painting.’

Molly, viewing them through the eyes of a milkmaid rather than an artist, was sceptical. She saw only the muck halfway up the cows’ legs and around their tails, which they swished constantly to drive away the flies. But she was happy to have pleased Will.

‘If you are prepared for a long walk tomorrow, I can take you to see Dandelion,’ she said.

‘Dandelion? The flower?’ It was Will’s turn to be puzzled.

‘Well, I think its proper name is something French but everyone around here calls it Dandelion,’ Molly said.

She smiled and shook her head when Will tried to quiz her, telling him it was to be a surprise. She discovered she rather liked teasing him: he might be younger than she was, but his obvious talent and his schooling often made her feel at a disadvantage. When he grew tired of her game and threatened not to come the next day it was her turn to cajole, and she told him to meet her at the Church Street yard in the morning.

‘If you liked the cows as a subject, you might well like our horse and cart. Or the milk churns,’ she added, as an afterthought. She struggled to see why he found these subjects more appealing than the views around Margate but she was determined to prove herself useful to him. It was a challenge to please him but trying to do so was a novelty. It made an exciting break from the monotony of her days.

‘Father will like to meet you, too,’ she added. This was true – her father was less than pleased that Ann had complained about Molly ‘traipsing off everywhere with some boy’ instead of helping her with the chores around the house in the afternoons. She hoped that if her father met Will he might approve and allow their expeditions to continue. If not, their trip to the Dandelion would have to be abandoned.

The next day Will was at the Church Street yard by mid-morning, as Molly had arranged. She gave him a quick tour of the yard and thought he was quite taken with some of the farm implements, and the comings and goings of the customers to buy milk. She smiled as she observed him settle in various corners as the morning wore on, sketching furiously and frowning over his work.

It was going to make them late starting on their expedition, but she would have to wait until her father returned from his rounds, for she would need his blessing. She had been watching the weather anxiously but the grey clouds of the morning had peeled back to reveal a bright blue sky, with enough of a breeze to make the walk to come a pleasant one.

Finally, Molly heard the clip-clop of Nell’s hoofs and the jangling of her harness as her father drove the cart down Church Street. He turned into the yard, then jumped down from the seat as Molly moved to hold the horse’s head.

‘And who might this be?’ he asked, looking at Will, who was seated in the corner of the yard with his sketchbook open on his lap, seemingly oblivious to anything going on around him.

‘This is Will,’ Molly said, speaking loudly to attract his attention. ‘I came across him sketching in St John’s churchyard and I’ve been helping him find places to draw. I’d like to show him Dandelion this afternoon. I think it would make a good subject for him.’

Her father was frowning. ‘You know what Ann has said about you neglecting your work around the house, Molly.’

‘I know, and I promise that after today I will help. Come and look at Will’s work,’ Molly said, seizing her father’s hand and drawing him over to where Will was seated on an upturned bucket. Will, finally aware of their presence, scrambled to his feet and extended his hand to Molly’s father.

‘How d’ye do, Mr …’ He stopped, looking agonised, having forgotten Molly’s surname.

Molly’s father, amused at the formality of his greeting, shook his hand saying ‘Goodchild – John Goodchild. Molly tells me you’re quite the artist.’

Will flushed, whether from pleasure or embarrassment Molly couldn’t tell, and clutched his sketchbook to his chest.

‘May I look?’ John Goodchild held out his hand and Will reluctantly handed it over.

‘I hear Molly has plans for a special expedition today.’ Her father was flipping through the pages but paused when he came to the sketch of cattle.

‘Are these William’s cows?’ John looked enquiringly at them both. Molly nodded. He chuckled. ‘I think you might find a buyer for something such as this with my brother. How old are you, lad?’

When Will revealed that he was eleven, John looked suitably impressed. ‘Well, I foresee a great future for you, my boy. And if Molly can help you in some way, I’m sure we can spare her for the day.’ He turned to Molly. ‘I’ll make it right with Ann for today, Molly. Get off with the pair of you, and be back before dark. But tomorrow you must expect to make up for your holiday.’

He spoke sternly, but there was a twinkle in his eye. Feeling proud, as though she was in some way responsible for Will’s talent, Molly hustled him out of the yard before her father could change his mind. She’d miss dinner today but she could share her bread and cheese with Will. If they were still hungry they could forage in the hedgerows along the way and perhaps one of the farms would sell them further supplies. Molly jingled the coins in her apron pocket, taken from the few she had managed to squirrel away from the deliveries she had made to Mrs Hughes. All her other earnings went straight into the family’s housekeeping pot.

The journey to Dandelion took them across the marshy ground of Margate Brooks before they could strike out over the meadows. It wasn’t a straightforward route but Molly was confident, having explored the surrounding area many times.

The countryside was at its best, she thought as they walked, fresh and green and new. It hadn’t yet had the chance to grow tired under the heat of a summer sun so the grass in the fields was long and lush, and the hedgerows were bursting with flowers.

Will seemed preoccupied as they went along, and Molly grew weary of pointing things out to him, for he answered in monosyllables and didn’t appear to take the same interest that she did in a particular view. Neither did he show any interest in poking sticks into rabbit holes, throwing stones after a vanishing stoat or letting fly at the birds in the trees with a catapult, as other boys would have done. Discouraged, she ceased to talk and fell to wondering whether Dandelion would be a disappointment to him after all.

As they walked across the final meadow, Molly saw that Will was looking ahead and had quickened his pace.

‘What’s that building?’ he asked, pointing. ‘It looks like some sort of gatehouse.’

‘It is,’ Molly said, feeling her spirits start to lift. ‘That’s Dandelion. That’s where we’re going.’

But Will was already striking out over the meadow, no doubt intent on finding the best place to sit and start sketching. Molly sighed. Will would be lost to her for a good hour or more, absorbed in his work. She might as well visit the farmhouse that lay behind the gatehouse to see whether she could buy anything there for them to eat.

Returning shortly after with rolls, ham and freshly baked seedcake, she found Will hard at work.

Molly tried to appraise the building with Will’s eyes, seeing afresh the banded colours of the brickwork and the ornate designs on the arches. The grand medieval house to which it belonged was long gone, just a farm and its yard remaining. Only farm carts passed beneath the grand archway now, and the battlements and the arrow slits were no longer in use. She had seen the building many times since her first introduction to it and had ceased to be amazed by its incongruity in the countryside but it looked as though Will was very taken with it, as she had hoped.

Molly shared out the food, then settled down in the shade cast by the spreading branches of the great elm tree, chosen by Will to provide a frame for his sketch. She drifted into sleep, tired from her early start and the walk, only to be roused by an exclamation from Will.

‘I was almost done and then this fellow arrived. He would be perfect to include in front of the gate.’ Molly looked up to see a rider on his horse, two hounds squabbling beside him. Will was staring at her with a speculative gleam in his eye. ‘I wonder …’

‘No!’ Molly protested. ‘You’re going to ask me to delay him, aren’t you? While you sketch him.’

‘It’s my only chance. Please,’ Will begged.

Not for the first time, Molly questioned what drove her to try to help Will. Didn’t he just take advantage of her, persuading her into awkward situations? Why did she feel she couldn’t deny him? She sighed and struggled to her feet. ‘I’ll do what I can. But then we must go home. I’ll be in trouble if I’m late.’

As she made her way over to the rider she had no clear idea as to what she might say to detain him. The dogs, which had been tussling over some scraps on the ground, looked up warily as she approached, and then, deciding she wasn’t a threat, they bounded up to her. Molly stooped, patting them and fussing over them, grateful for their attention because it would buy her some time.

‘Could you tell me, is this the Dent-de-lion?’ The man’s voice was cultured and Molly marvelled at his pronunciation of Dandelion – but before she could question it he continued, ‘Am I on the right road for Woodchurch Manor?’

Molly straightened, causing the dogs to bound joyously around her in an attempt to regain her attention.

‘Castor! Pollux! Behave yourselves.’ The gentleman on the horse sounded exasperated. Molly had a chance to take a good look at him now. His cream breeches had been made dusty by the road, as had his riding boots, once smartly polished. His jacket was deep red and smartly cut, and his silver curls were almost covered by a shiny black top hat. Her uncle would have described him as ‘well-to-do’.

‘You are on the right road, sir. Woodchurch Manor is just a few miles further along this road.’ Molly gestured up the broad track that continued past the gatehouse. ‘But I wonder whether I might beg a favour first.’

The man frowned and Molly almost lost courage.

‘My friend over there,’ she gestured to Will, sitting beneath the tree, ‘he’s sketching the gatehouse and when you arrived, sir, he saw that you added the perfect detail to the picture. He begged me to detain you for a little while so that he might capture your likeness.’

‘Did he indeed?’ Now the man appeared amused. ‘And how old might this budding artist be?’

‘He’s eleven, sir,’ Molly replied.

‘Well, I do believe I’ll have a look.’ The man began to dismount. ‘Take hold of this nag for me.’ He tossed the reins to Molly. The horse side-stepped, flaring his nostrils and stamping his hoofs, and Molly, a little taken aback, had to utter soothing noises and attempt to stroke his nose, even as the animal baulked and pulled away from her. Then, seeing that his master had no intention of going more than a few paces, the horse dropped his head and began to crop the grass.

No sooner was he calmed than his rider was back by Molly’s side, taking the reins from her and patting the neck of his mount.

‘That’s quite a talent your friend has,’ he remarked to Molly, as he swung himself back into the saddle. ‘I’ll be looking out for his work in the future and I’ll be telling my friends the Powells at Woodchurch to do the same. What did you say his name was?’

Molly hadn’t said, but obligingly filled him in, all the while anxious that he shouldn’t leave until Will was done.

Observing her stricken look, the gentleman said, ‘Don’t worry. Master Turner has declared himself happy with what he has. Now I’ll be off. It has been most instructive.’ And the rider went on his way, with a nod and a click of his fingers to his dogs, which immediately bounded ahead of him along the track.
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