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About the Book

At twelve she stood by her mother’s grave on a bleak Yorkshire moor.  Life, as the daughter of a Victorian millhand, had never been easy, but now she was mother and housekeeper both to the little family left behind.

As one tribulation after another beset her life, so a longing, a determination grew – to venture out into a new world of independence and adventure, and when the chance came she seized it.  America, even on the brink of civil war, was to offer a challenge that Ruth was ready to accept, and a love, not easy, but glorious and triumphant.

A giant of a book – about a woman who gave herself unstintingly – in love, in war, in the embracing of a new life in a vibrant land.
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1

THE WIND WAS bitter, penetrating the chinks between Ruth’s cloak and bonnet like daggers of ice, teasing the thin covering of powdery snow which lay on the ground, venomously blowing at the backs of the small funeral party as they returned down the steep path to the village. Ruth’s right hand, hidden beneath her cloak, was reasonably warm, but Maria grasped the other, and since neither child had mittens, the little warmth they had in their flesh was no match for the weather.

Ruth had not felt cold during the funeral service, but then she had not felt anything one was supposed to on such an occasion. Since the hour of her mother’s death an impenetrable calm had lain on her. Everyone had taken it for courage, remarked how brave she was, and what a comfort to her poor father.

Though she had absorbed every detail of the funeral – the lowering of the coffin into the deep-dughole, the sharp rattle of symbolically-scattered earth, the Reverend Broadhead’s solemn voice, quite different from his everyday one – none of it seemed to relate to her. Nor at any point did she shed a single tear. Aunt Sarah Gaunt and Uncle Matthew, her cousin Ernest, the neighbours, had all wept to some degree. Even her father, whom she had never before seen weeping because it would have been unmanly, had not tried to hide the tears which ran down his white face.

Then, as if a signal had been given, all weeping stopped. There was a great blowing of noses, after which the grown-ups began to talk to each other as they followed Maria and herself down the hill.

‘It’ll snow again,’ Mrs Johnson observed. ‘You mark my words!’ She said it with satisfaction, as if it would make a fitting end to the day.

Mrs Johnson lived next door to Ruth’s family. In twenty-five years almost no funeral in the district had taken place without her. She enjoyed a good funeral and would sometimes journey as far afield as Otley, or even Bradford, to attend an extra special one. She dressed in black winter and summer because, she said, it so often came in handy.

‘I wouldn’t linger afore riding back to Burley Woodhead if I was you,’ she advised Aunt Sarah Gaunt. ‘Drifts as high as a house you can get on them moors! I heard tell of a man once – well, it were a month afore they found him. Stone dead of course. But they said being buried in the snow had preserved him quite remarkable!’

Her voice had risen to a cheerful note. ‘Have you noticed,’ she continued, ‘that when it snows in February, it stays on the ground a long time? I’ve known it bide until Easter.’

‘I can’t say that I have.’ Sarah Gaunt’s usually soft voice was as sharp as the wind. ‘And I don’t think you need fret yourself on our account. We’ll be setting off back soon after tea. There’s no leaving livestock for long.’

Her voice softened again as she spoke to Ruth.

‘You and Maria run ahead, love! Put the kettle on to boil and tell Grandfather to stir the fire. We shall be glad of a warm when we get in. Ernest, go with your cousins!’

Ernest, at sixteen years old, walked in a no-man’s land between his parents and his young cousins. Once he would have raced us to the bottom of the hill, Ruth thought, but now he was too grown-up. But at twelve years old shouldn’t she also be beyond such pursuits?

If you ran too fast down Church Hill it became difficult to stop at the bottom, where it joined the main street of the village. It was hard to judge the exact moment to brake, before you lost control and went flying into someone. But today there would be no question of her going her fastest, partly because of the solemnity of the occasion, partly because of the snow, but also because Maria still clung to her, and Maria had short, ten-year-old legs.

‘I wish I could run down there myself,’ Aunt Sarah said.

There was no chance of that. Aunt Sarah was small, and as fat as butter, so that she rocked from side to side as she walked. It had needed the help of her husband, Matthew, and her brother William to get her up the hill to the churchyard.

‘Come on then, Maria,’ Ruth said. ‘Hold tight! I promise not to go too fast.’

She tried to concentrate on matching her steps to Maria’s as they hurtled down the slope, and then it seemed, suddenly, that the rapid movement not only set the blood circulating around her body, but began to stir her emotions. She started to feel again – and was ashamed that her first feeling after all those days was one of relief at increasing the distance between herself and the churchyard. She had loved her mother dearly, had admired the elegance and prettiness which had never entirely left her, even in the last weeks of her long illness. But what had just happened up there in the churchyard was not to be thought of. Sooner or later she would have to go back there, to place fresh flowers on the grave; but not yet. She clutched Maria’s hand more tightly as they sped towards the centre of Barnswick.

‘Careful now, childer!’ Aunt Sarah’s voice floated down from somewhere behind them.

Barnswick was the last village before the moorland proper, clinging to the lee of the long hillside at whose foot, two miles to the south, the River Aire ran through a fertile stretch of valley before the land began to rise again towards Shipley. Thomson’s woollen mill, where several of the men in Barnswick, including Ruth’s father, earned their livings, was built on a spit of land which ran between the river and the Leeds and Liverpool Canal. Her father was the maintenance man. When anything went wrong with the spinning frames, the weaving looms, the carding or twisting machinery, he put them to rights, though this often meant working through the night, when the machines were idle. Ruth wondered whether he would have to go in tonight or whether the master might have allowed him time off.

At the bottom of the hill, as they turned right into the main street, Maria began to whimper. ‘I’m cold,’ she complained. ‘I’d rather have stayed at home with Grandfather and Willie.’

‘It wouldn’t have been respectful, our Maria,’ Ruth reproved her. ‘Your own mother’s funeral! Willie stayed at home because he’s little, and Grandfather because of his chest.’

When they reached the house, Grandfather held open the door and the heat of the cottage rushed out to meet them.

‘Come in quick!’ he said. ‘Tha looks perished!’

He bent down and took Maria into the circle of his arm, speaking in a gentle, low-pitched voice.

‘Come to the fire, doy. Get thyself warm. Thee as well, Ruth love.’

With his one hand he took off Maria’s cloak and bonnet, then he held the colder of her two hands in his warm one, squeezing it to bring back the life. He had lost an arm more than thirty years ago, on a night when he had marched with the handloom weavers to destroy the new power looms which they reckoned were robbing them of their jobs. Aunt Sarah had been a little girl then, and her brother William only three years old.

Ruth never tired of hearing her grandfather tell the story, especially the bit about how he had taken the Luddite oath, had been made a member of the secret society:


‘I, Enoch Appleby . . . do solemnly swear that I will never reveal to any person or persons under the canopy of heaven the names of the persons who compose this secret committee . . . and I will use my best endeavours to punish by death any traitor . . . though he would fly to the verge of nature. . . .’



‘That tale’s got whiskers on it!’ her father would say. ‘The Luddites were wasting their time, Father. Anyway, machinery’s here to stay.’ Her father had an affinity with machinery.

It was the only subject on which the two men quarrelled. But what her grandfather seemed, to Ruth, to be most proud of was not how he had lost his arm, but that he had managed to do almost anything with his remaining one.

‘So make the most of what you’ve got,’ he always finished up. ‘That’s what counts!’ Ruth reckoned he couldn’t have thought that way when he was a young man, and a Luddite.

Willie, grizzling and whimpering, held out his arms to Ruth and she picked him up.

‘What’s the matter, then?’ she asked. ‘I wasn’t away long, was I?’

He was three years old. There had been another child, who had died in infancy, between Maria and Willie. Because he seemed likely to be the last of the family, and his mother dreaded losing her only son, Willie had been coddled, kept little more than a baby. It was Ruth’s ambition to turn her brother into a plump, rosy little boy, but her mother said it would never happen.

‘He’s a Manson,’ she said. ‘All the Mansons are fine-boned, delicately made. All blue-eyed and fair-haired, too.’ Ruth’s hair was dark and her eyes were the colour of amber.

‘There are racehorses and carthorses,’ Mrs Appleby had told her. ‘The Mansons are racehorses.’

It was clear to Ruth – ‘every inch an Appleby’ – that she was a carthorse.

She had never seen a racehorse. It was not racing country until you got over towards York, or south to Doncaster, but after hearing her mother’s remark Ruth had studied carthorses. Strong, sturdy creatures they were: a mite slow-moving, though one day it had pleased her to see a carthorse break into a gallop, so that everyone in the street had to move out of its way.

She held Willie on her left hip while she crumbled a slice of bread into a dish and poured warm, sweetened milk over it.

‘Here’s your pobbies, then!’ she said. ‘I daresay you’re quite hungry.’

‘Ruth feed me!’ he demanded.

He refused to eat until she gave way and spooned the food into his mouth. She was still at it when the rest of the funeral party streamed into the house, bringing the wintry air in with them.

‘My word, it’s grand to be in the warm!’ Aunt Sarah said. ‘Now if you like, William, me and Ruth will make the tea. Maria can look after young Willie for once. Our Ruth’s too attached to him for her own good!’

‘It’s only natural,’ her brother said. ‘She’s had most to do with him, her mother being badly that long.’

‘Ruth’s still a child herself,’ Aunt Sarah persisted. ‘Twelve years old, and for the past two years she’s practically been the woman of the house.’

‘I can’t help that.’ William reddened, put out of humour.

‘Well we’ll say no more about it now,’ his sister soothed him. ‘It’s been a bad day for all of us, especially for thee.’

‘The worst of my life,’ he said. ‘She was everything to me, Jane was. Allus too good for me, I knew that from the start. But I never regretted marrying her and I don’t think she did either.’ He bent his head, buried his face in his hands.

‘There lad, don’t take on!’ Sarah said.

To be fair, she thought, Jane had not been a bad wife and mother, though she’d always felt herself a cut above the Applebys. If William hadn’t left his job in the mill that summer they were on short time, to work on the canal boats, he wouldn’t have stopped off at Skipton when the fair was on. He wouldn’t have met Jane Manson playing truant from her fine home. He’d have married a village lass – strong and healthy, someone his own class. Well, no use crying over spilt milk and speak no ill of the dead! Jane had made her brother happy, choose how!

It was a pity, though, that Jane’s family had never come to terms with the Applebys. They had not attended their daughter’s wedding and Jane had never heard from them since.

‘Did you write and tell the Mansons – about Jane’s death?’ she asked William.

‘As well as I was able,’ he replied. ‘I’m not much of a writer. They didn’t reply.’

The little room was packed now, with those who had attended the funeral and, Ruth noted, with others who had popped in for the funeral tea. Aunt Sarah had taken the responsibility for the meal, carrying most of the foodstuffs over from Burley Woodhead in pannier baskets.

‘I’ve never seen such a spread,’ Ruth said. ‘Not even at Christmas!’

There were slices of boiled ham, cold roast pork, salt beef, pickles, beetroot in vinegar, two plates of bread and dripping, currant teacakes, apply pasty. On the sideboard, waiting to be moved on to the table when there was room, was a spice cake, saved from Christmas, together with a lump of cheese. As well as tea to drink there was home-made ginger wine, or peppermint cordial for those still feeling the cold. Ruth had not eaten since breakfast and could hardly bear to wait for the start.

She stood at the corner of the table, next to Aunt Sarah, helping her to hand out the cups of tea. Uncle Matthew took Maria on his knee and several neighbours clucked around Willie, offering him titbits from their own plates. Cousin Ernest sat halfway down the table, already heaping his plate with the fruits of his mother’s cooking.

‘Now think on, everybody,’ Aunt Sarah said. ‘Make a good tea!’

‘I must say, you’ve put on a lovely table,’ Mrs Johnson observed.

‘She should know,’ Aunt Sarah muttered – but Ruth could tell she was pleased. It was a point of honour that the funeral tea should be a good one; a sort of last tribute.

Ruth, sitting at the table now, glanced around her. Everyone was concerned with the meal, helping themselves to food and plying their neighbours with it. It seemed to her that no-one remembered what it was about, the reason why they were there. Even her father, so recently overcome by sorrow, was now obviously enjoying his victuals.

She was suddenly sickened, unable to swallow another bite. And then she – who had remained dry-eyed when everyone else had wept – felt a pricking and a smarting in her eyes. She stared down at the white tablecloth which a neighbour had lent, seeing its woven pattern of roses and lilies through a haze. She wanted to run out of the house, but she was so jammed in by bodies that it was impossible to escape. She clenched her hands under the valance of the tablecloth and willed herself not to cry.

When she had control of herself again she looked up, and saw her grandfather watching her. He was not eating. His plate was empty. Although he had lived with them since his second wife had died twelve years ago, and though her mother had been reasonably kind to him, it had never seemed to Ruth that the two of them had much in common. So is he thinking about my mother, she wondered, or about someone else, long since gone?

Ruth had been named for her grandfather’s first wife, his greatest love, which was perhaps why he seemed to have a special feeling for his elder granddaughter. Ruth had never known a time when he wasn’t there, and although she knew it was wrong, that one must love one’s parents next best to God, in her heart she confessed that she loved her grandfather more than anyone in the world – except perhaps Willie. She hoped he would never die, but next birthday he would be sixty, which was a great age.

She clasped her hands even more tightly under the table, and silently prayed. ‘Dear God, take my mother to be with Jesus, and don’t let Grandfather die! Amen.’

Aunt Sarah’s voice broke in.

‘You’ve hardly eaten a thing, our Ruth! Here, try this bit of pasty. You must keep up your strength, love.’

She was right. Also, it was a sin to waste good food and now that she had prayed Ruth felt hungrier than ever. She bit into the pasty. It was bursting with juicy apples, tangy with cloves, the delicate flakes of pastry escaping to fall on her plate.

When the meal was over the women cleared away and the table – trestles and boards borrowed for the occasion – was taken down. The room was by now stiflingly hot, but people still drew their chairs into a big semi-circle around the fire.

‘Maria, love, come and sit on my lap,’ Grandfather offered. He was sitting in his Windsor armchair with the sheepskin over the back to make it more comfortable.

Maria pouted. ‘I don’t want to. I want Ernest to take me to see the horses.’

‘They’re tethered on the edge of the moor, love,’ Aunt Sarah pointed out. ‘It’s right cold out there, and a wind with it.’

‘I don’t care,’ Maria said. ‘Please, Ernest! Please!’

Ernest looked to his Uncle William for guidance, but William turned to his sister.

‘What dost think, Sarah?’

Sarah had long ago realised that her brother didn’t like making decisions, large or small. It was as if he had used up his lifetime’s initiative in that one defiant act of marrying Jane Manson against everyone’s wishes.

‘I don’t think she should stay out long,’ Ruth put in. ‘The night air makes her cough.’

William nodded in agreement.

‘All right then, Ernest,’ Aunt Sarah said. ‘Off you go, but be back in twenty minutes.’

Everyone else settled down. Their tongues loosened by warmth and food, they began to reminisce about Jane Manson.

‘I’ll never forget clapping eyes on her when William first brought her back to Barnswick,’ a neighbour said. ‘She wore a white cotton dress, patterned wi’ blue flowers, and the hem all embroidered. She had a fine wool shawl around her shoulders and hair the colour of gold corn peeping from under her bonnet. Pretty as a picture, she were!’

‘And always kept her house and childer nice,’ another neighbour added.

In fact, Ruth thought, her mother had never been close to any of the neighbours and they had considered her standoffish. But all that seemed to be forgotten now, and only tributes were being paid. Then, as she listened, the conversation turned to other funerals they had attended, though Ruth noticed that the subject seemed not to depress anyone in the slightest.

‘There’s this much about a funeral,’ Mrs Johnson said. ‘You do know where your loved ones are. Safe in the arms of Jesus. With a wedding, now, you can never tell what’s in store.’

When births, marriages and deaths had been exhausted the talk turned to general matters, to which Ruth only half listened: the sugar tax, the high cost of flour, the weather prospects for the rest of the winter. They touched upon the vicar, who was not unpopular, and his wife, who was; and on their daughter, Miss Caroline Broadhead. Ruth was pleased that everyone spoke well of Miss Caroline since she was the person she most admired. She was not many years older than Ruth herself. Ruth wanted to be as like her as possible, and especially to speak in her refined manner.

Although her own mother had been educated, and had taught her children to read, it was Miss Caroline who had lent Ruth books from her own shelves. She had introduced her to the poetry of Wordsworth, Thomas Campbell, Keats; to Sir Walter Scott’s novels and – a special favourite of Ruth’s – to the essays of Charles Lamb. Also she sometimes handed down clothes. She had given Ruth the dress she was now wearing. It had been a rich, deep blue then, but had had to be dyed black for mourning.

‘What about somebody doing a turn?’ Mrs Johnson suggested presently. ‘Providing it were nothing comic it’d be showing no disrespect. Mrs Appleby liked a nice song or two.’

‘How about Enoch giving us a recitation?’ someone said.

‘Please, Grandfather!’ Ruth begged. ‘Do “Ye Mariners of England”.’

With a show of diffidence, he allowed himself to be persuaded. ‘All right, lass. I’ll do it for thee,’ he said.

Ernest and Maria had returned, their faces rosy from the exercise in the cold air. Ruth would have liked to have gone with Ernest. She was tremendously fond of him and thought that one day, if he should ask her, she might marry him. But when her grandfather started to recite one of his favourite poems, all other thoughts left her. It was a poem she had learnt in the small classes Miss Caroline held at the vicarage for some of the village children, and she had taught it to her grandfather.


‘Where Blake and mighty Nelson fell

Your manly hearts shall glow

As ye sweep through the deep

While the stormy winds do blow.’



Her grandfather’s voice trembled with passion. Ruth shivered, and was glad of the warmth of the house.

Everyone applauded, and when an encore was called for he obliged at once with the poem which was his own favourite. Though by nature the most peaceable of men, he now took up a belligerent stance, his right foot forward, his clenched fist thrust out and a fierce expression on his face.


‘How canst thou break my head,

Since my head is made of iron,

My body made of steel,

My hands and feet of knuckle bone?

I’ll challenge thee to deal!’



On the last word he lunged forward as if he was about to plunge a sword into the heart of his enemy.

Then someone said, ‘Now you, William. Give us a song, William!’

William Appleby gave them ‘When Love with unconfined Wings’ and ‘Drink to me Only’. His rich, untrained baritone filled the small room. It seemed to Ruth that he did not really see the company who sat so silently around him; he was singing for his dead wife.

When the applause had died down someone called out ‘“Home Sweet Home”, William! Sing us “Home Sweet Home”!’ It was still all the rage.

Ruth caught her father’s eye and knew that he could not bear it. Of all the songs her mother knew, ‘Home Sweet Home’ was the one she had sung most beautifully. Sometimes the two of them, husband and wife, had sung it as a duet. She looked towards her Aunt Sarah and shook her head.

‘It’s getting late,’ Aunt Sarah said quickly. ‘We shall have to be going. Matthew, Ernest, bring the horses down and saddle them up. I’ll be packing our things.’

Willie had fallen asleep on a neighbour’s lap and Maria, sitting close to her father, stared into the fire with heavy eyes.

‘We’ll be off then,’ Mrs Johnson said.

Even so, she managed to be the last to leave. She patted Ruth on the head as she went. ‘It’s grand to see thee looking after the little ’uns’ she told her. ‘Tha’s a good lass, Ruth. And now thou’ll have to be a sister and mother both.’

‘I’m going to undress Willie down here in the warm,’ Ruth said when Mrs Johnson had gone. ‘Then I’ll carry him up. Maria, fetch your night shift and you can get undressed by the fire as well, just this once.’

The big bed in which her mother and father slept – in accordance with local custom, which said that a woman must keep an eye on her family until the end, it had been set in the living-room during the last few months – was now back upstairs again. From tonight Grandfather would once again sleep on the sofa downstairs. On this cold night Ruth envied him. It was so warm and cosy here, in contrast to the bitter chill which she knew awaited her in the bedroom where she slept with Maria and Willie.

They were not a family given to outward expressions of affection – Ruth scarcely remembered her mother kissing her and the most her father did was to chuck her under the chin in passing – but when she stood before him to say goodnight he put up a hand and stroked her hair.

‘Be as good as thy mother were, love,’ he said. ‘Thou’ll not go far wrong!’

Her grandfather, though he had no words, drew Ruth into the circle of his arm and kissed her.

Long after Aunt Sarah and her family had ridden away over the moors, and the house was quiet, Ruth lay in bed, her arms around Willie, Maria curled up against her back for warmth. She thought about the long day which had now ended; about her mother and the months of her illness; about the funeral. She thought about the churchyard, imagining its cold brightness under the moon. And she recalled Mrs Johnson’s parting words, ‘And now thou’ll have to be sister and mother both.’

She drew her brother and sister closer, so that all three of them were entwined in one form. They would stay together forever. Nothing should ever separate them, and she would look after them all. And then at last the tears began to race down her cheeks, falling on Willie’s hair.
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‘I’M GLAD THOU’S going to stay the night with thy Aunt Sarah,’ Enoch Appleby said. ‘There and back over the moor in one day is too much for a little lass.’

Ruth was packing food for the journey: two thick slices of bread spread with lard, sprinkled with salt, then wrapped in a clean piece of muslin which she knotted inside a kerchief so that it would swing from her wrist and leave her hands free. In her pocket she had a small white turnip – a ‘neddy’ – to gnaw on when she felt hungry, which was most of the time.

‘I’m not a little lass,’ she objected. ‘I’m almost as tall as you, Grandfather.’

‘That’s true,’ he admitted. ‘I don’t know where you get it from. None of the Applebys has height and your mother were a little bit of a thing. You’ve grown too fast these last two years. You’re nobbut skin and bone!’

That wasn’t surprising, Ruth thought. She was always on the go. Flesh had no time to settle on her, except that her dresses were getting too tight across the chest.

Sometimes her grandfather tried to trap her into taking time off by asking her to read to him; but there was no time to read during the day and when evening came all she wanted was to sleep. Occasionally her grandfather won. She left whatever she was doing and read aloud to him, which was a great joy to both of them. He had never learned to read.

‘You don’t eat enough,’ he grumbled. ‘Of course it’s right that your father gets the best, because he’s the wage-earner – but you need nourishment as much as Maria and Willie, and bread dipped in gravy’s not enough. Don’t think I haven’t seen you! You’ll outgrow your strength and be poorly and then where will we all be?’

He often went on like this, but only, she knew, because he cared about her.

She hadn’t wanted to go to Aunt Sarah’s, and certainly not to stay the night. Cousin Ernest had brought the invitation when he’d ridden over a fortnight earlier for Barnswick Feast, and Ruth had refused it at once; but that night after she’d gone to bed, when Father returned from the Shoulder of Mutton, Grandfather got on to him about it. Neither of them seemed to realise that every word they said downstairs could be heard through the wide cracks in the floorboards. Usually she was too tired to listen, but on hearing her own name she had perked up her ears.

‘The lass needs a change,’ Grandfather said. ‘She’s done nowt since Jane died but slave after the rest of us.’

‘I can’t help that, can I?’ her father replied. ‘I have to go out and earn a living. Only relaxation I get is my sup of ale in the Shoulder. Dost want me to give that up to help in the house?’

She knew by the tone of her father’s voice that there would be the hurt look in his eyes, a pushing out of his underlip, exactly as Willie did when he was upset. She wanted to tell him that it didn’t matter. She didn’t mind a bit.

‘All I’m saying,’ Grandfather persisted, ‘is that our Ruth would be better for a change and I think you ought to tell her she must go. And there’s other things. Women’s stuff. Things her mother would have told her. Who’s going to talk to her about that? Art thou?’

‘I can’t,’ William said. ‘I can’t be mother as well as father. I’m not cut out for it. Couldn’t one of the neighbours? Couldn’t Hester?’

‘Hester? You must be daft, lad!’

Ruth stuffed her fingers in her ears when they mentioned Hester. She wanted nothing to do with Hester. Then she took them out again because she didn’t want to miss anything – but the conversation was over. Next morning when she got up to make his breakfast and pack his dinner for him to take to work, her father said, ‘I want you to visit your Aunt Sarah, Ruth. She’ll be disappointed else.’

So there she was a week later, setting off.

‘I’ve left you all the food you’ll need,’ she said to her grandfather.

He held up his hand to silence her.

‘I don’t want to hear another word, Ruth! Dost think we’re gormless enough to starve werselves? Now get off wi’ thee. It’s best to walk afore the sun’s too strong.’

‘All right,’ Ruth replied. ‘The children should sleep another hour yet. Remind them I’ll be back tomorrow.’

‘Happen they’ll be glad to get rid of thee for a bit!’ He smiled, and she knew he was teasing her, but she didn’t like it. Her family’s dependence on her – Father’s and Grandfather’s as well as the children’s – was the source of her strength. It was what she lived for. Their need both kept her going and rewarded her. She did not find it a fit subject for jest.

As she walked away up the moor road her grandfather stood at the door watching. When she reached the bend in the road which would take her out of sight she stopped and turned around. He was still there. Her impulse was to turn back, to run to him as fast as she could. She wanted him never to be out of her sight. In the whole of her life she had never before left him for more than an hour or two. How could she be sure that he would be there when she returned? Anything could happen.

She stood there irresolutely, reluctant to go on, unsure of her welcome if she went back. And then her grandfather waved, and motioned with his arm that she was to get going. The habit of obedience was strong in her. She waved back and began to stride over the moor.

It was going to be another warm day. Although where she walked was clear and sparkling in the early morning sun, in the distance the moors and sky merged into a heat haze, mauve-tinged by the heather which stretched to the horizon. In August there were fewer flowers than earlier in the year: buttercups, clumps of burdock, daisies beginning to open in the sun, a patch of stonecrop growing on a rock. Also the bilberries were ready for gathering. But always at this time of the year the heather outdid everything else. Insignificant in its single flower-heads, the sheer mass of blossom covered the ground like a huge purple shawl, carelessly flung to bunch over the hillocks on the moor.

It was six miles, mostly uphill, from Barnswick to her uncle’s farm, and the going was rough and uneven. Even so, she reckoned she’d be there long before dinnertime. She could dawdle as much as she liked. She was already hungry and she brought the turnip out of her pocket and bit into its hard white flesh. She would walk another mile or two before stopping to eat her bread. But not too far, because she had the pain again in the lower part of her back. Perhaps she had strained herself at the washtub? If it didn’t go away she would get some liniment from Mrs Gomersall, who had herbs and ointments to cure everything.

At the summit of the moor she picked a handful of bilberries. There were larger outcroppings of rock here, big enough to throw pools of shade in the strong sunlight. She chose such a spot and sat down. When she had eaten the bread, followed by the bilberries whose rich, purple juice stained her fingers, she lay down and pressed her back against the ground for comfort which, in spite of the nagging pain, she eventually found.

It was glorious here on top of the moor, sun-warmed, but tempered by the breeze which never quite left the high places, though today it was no more than a slight disturbance of the air. The only sounds were the steady hum of the bees in the heather, and a skylark ascending in the distance.

It was good to be alone for once, though she was ashamed of her pleasure in not having the children with her. Alone, one could be anybody, go anywhere, think without interruption. It was a luxury she seldom enjoyed. But after a while her thoughts turned back home again and she decided that as soon as Willie was old enough to manage the walk, she would persuade her father to take the children to Aunt Sarah’s. Aunt Sarah was his sister and he didn’t see her often. In spite of enjoying solitude when it was offered, Ruth thought she would hate a life in which she could not see her brother and sister, her father and grandfather, every day. But not Hester. Never Hester.

And then she was furious that the woman had entered her mind. She had firmly decided not to think of Hester.

Hester was always around; in and out of the house, bringing a few scones she had baked, or a fresh curd tart. She knew exactly what everyone liked most, so that Maria was usually the recipient of a piece of pretty material, or a ribbon, and for Ruth she brought flowers from her garden. Except that it might be unlucky, and also because she liked them, Ruth would have have been pleased to see the flowers fade and die at once. Perversely, one lot always seemed to last until the next arrived so that Hester was, so to speak, ever present.

‘She’s only trying to be kind,’ Grandfather said. ‘You’re a sensible lass. You must understand that.’

It would not have mattered as much had not her father so plainly liked Hester. Although he was often tired and irritable, when Hester entered the house everything was different. He would look up and smile, make a place for her to sit down, even let her tease him, and laugh about it.

‘She’s good for thy father,’ Grandfather said. ‘She cheers him up and that’s what he needs. He has a lot on his plate, your dad has.’

‘I don’t see why his children can’t cheer him up,’ Ruth grumbled. ‘He knows we’d do anything for him.’

‘Of course you would,’ Grandfather said patiently. ‘But it’s not the same, lass. Surely thou can see that?’

For her father’s sake she tried to, but it wasn’t easy. And what she also resented was that her brother and sister seemed to have gone over to the enemy. Maria spent much of her time with Hester and whenever Willie was missing he could be found in her cottage, a few doors away.

Hester had been away in service until a few months ago, when she returned to Barnswick because her mistress died. Having always been gifted with her needle she decided to try her hand as a seamstress, making clothes for the better-off families in and around Barnswick. It was going well. She had lots of orders, and therefore to Maria’s delight there were always spare pieces of material to pass on. Some of them were only big enough to dress a doll; others were of a size to fashion a neckerchief, or even a shawl. Recently she had also made a feather cushion for Grandfather’s chair.

‘It’s very kind of you, Hester,’ Grandfather said. ‘It’s a real bit of comfort to my back, just where I need it.’

And added to everything else was Willie’s growing pleasure in Hester; Willie whom Ruth had brought up almost from the beginning. It had always been her knee he climbed on, she who must sit next to him at the table, put him to bed, dress him. No-one but Ruth could comfort him if he was hurt.

That was how it had been; but sometimes, now, when Hester was in the house of an evening, laughing and talking, seemingly without a care in the world, Willie would scramble on to her lap. Hester would stroke his hair, or gently tickle the back of his neck with her long, supple fingers. Once Ruth had caught her father smiling at the picture they presented. She had rushed out of the house and run up to the moor in a fury.

This morning, lying on the grass on top of the moor, Ruth prayed once more, as she now did nightly, not that any actual harm would come to Hester – she was too scared to do that – but that she would go back into service and be quite happy, in some place a long way from Barnswick. Ruth did not begrudge her any amount of happiness as long as she took it elsewhere. After that, they could all settle down to their lives again.

As always, she felt better when she had prayed. In spite of countless previous requests to the Almighty which had not been answered to her liking, she made each one with the confidence that this time it would work. God must see that it was the best way. She closed her eyes to rest, though it was important that she shouldn’t fall asleep in case she dozed too long and arrived late at Aunt Sarah’s.

She was dreaming about a dog, hearing its deep bark in the distance, and then there was a warm, wet tongue on her ankles and it was no longer a dream but her cousin’s collie bitch, Rowan. Ruth sat up quickly and the dog jumped on to her lap. So Ernest must be somewhere near, since Rowan followed him everywhere. Then she saw him riding towards her, his horse breasting the hill at a slow trot.

‘I was fast asleep,’ Ruth called out. ‘Rowan found me!’

Her cousin was so handsome. His eyes were darker than her own and in the sunlight his brown hair was tinged with copper. She noticed the immense strength of his shoulders and neck and, because his shirt was unbuttoned almost to the waist, she saw the mat of dark hair on his chest. When he held out his hand and took Ruth’s, briefly, she felt a warm wave of pleasure.

‘Ma thought you might be a bit tired,’ he said. ‘Would you like to ride Polly?’

‘Yes please.’

She had thought that he would remount, then swing her up into the saddle beside him, and that they would ride the rest of the journey together, so she was disappointed when he lifted her into the saddle and, taking the rein, began to lead the mare. Still, it was good to be riding. She was so very tired, in spite of her rest. She leaned forward, laying her head against the mare’s sturdy neck, and by the time the farmhouse came in sight she was almost asleep again. Not so Polly. On seeing her homestead the horse broke at once into a gentle trot which thoroughly wakened Ruth. Ernest laughed, running beside them to keep his hold on the rein.

‘She allus does that! Steady as a rock until she smells her stable and then as frisky as a two-year-old.’

Aunt Sarah came out into the yard as they arrived, wiping her hands down her white apron, her round pink face creased in a smile.

‘Why, bairn!’ she said. ‘You look that hot! Come on inside where it’s a bit cooler.’

Ruth followed her aunt into the kitchen while Ernest took the mare to the stable. In spite of the heat from the great iron range which almost covered one wall of the room, the stone-flagged floor and thick walls kept the house cool. The air was rich with the smells of food, from the newly-baked bread cooling on a side table and from the black iron pot which steamed and hissed over the fire. The larded bread and bilberries seemed now in the distant past and Ruth’s stomach contracted with the sharpness of her appetite.

‘We’re having summat special today,’ Aunt Sarah said. ‘Seeing as it’s a special occasion.’

‘A special occasion?’

‘Well it’s not every day you’re here, love. You’re right welcome – and to prove it your Uncle Matthew has killed a chicken. Well, to be honest, a boiling fowl. But with a few carrots and onions and a bit o’ this and that, you’ll see how tasty it’ll be. A bit hot maybe for this weather, but your uncle always likes a hot meal when he comes in at dinnertime.’

While she talked she put knives and forks on the table, filled a dish with salt from the large wooden box on the mantelpiece, put plates to warm on the trivet.

‘Can I help?’ Ruth asked.

‘Nay,’ Aunt Sarah said. ‘You’re not doing a hand’s turn while you’re here. It’s only four-and-twenty hours when all’s said and done, so make the most of it. You can start by sitting in your uncle’s armchair until he comes in.’

Ruth felt herself enveloped in a blanket of loving care. For the few minutes while she sat there, waiting for the meal, listening to her aunt’s chatter, she was aware of happiness so tangible that she might have caught hold of it, plucked it out of the air. And the feeling did not lessen when her uncle, followed by Ernest, came into the house and they all took their places at the table.

‘My word, lass, you’ve grown fast since I last saw thee!’ Uncle Matthew said. ‘Hasn’t she shot up, Sarah?’

His wife nodded agreement. ‘But she could do wi’ a bit of fattening up, I reckon.’ She filled Ruth’s plate, heaping it with pieces of succulent chicken and with vegetables swimming in gravy.

Uncle Matthew bowed his head. ‘Bless, O Lord, this food to our use and ourselves to Thy service. Amen,’ he said briskly. ‘Now make a good meal, our Ruth.’

‘Do that,’ Aunt Sarah encouraged. ‘There’s more i’ the pot – and a curd tart to follow.’

After dinner the men went out again, Uncle Matthew to attend to the sheep towards the top of the moor and Ernest to repair the roof of the byre.

‘Allus something to do,’ Aunt Sarah said. ‘Though there’s little enough return for it. The ground won’t grow crops, except what’ll barely feed the animals. And the house and barns are just about falling down. I don’t know what our Ernest’ll do when he comes to get wed. This place won’t support another family.’

Ruth looked at her aunt in surprise. Because they were a self-sufficient family, not relying on an employer for their living, it had never occurred to her that times might be hard for them. ‘But I thought . . .’ she began.

‘We get by,’ Aunt Sarah said. ‘We grow our own food, make a bit now and then from the sheep. I take my eggs and butter to market. But there’s nowt to spare. I’m not grumbling mind! Your Uncle Matthew’s the best in the world, and Ernest is a good lad.’

‘Is Ernest going to get wed then?’ Ruth asked. She was conscious of a deep feeling of disappointment inside her.

Aunt Sarah laughed.

‘That’s for sure! He’s a right one for the lasses, our Ernest is! Though whether he’s got his eye on anyone special or not I don’t rightly know. In my opinion he has a dozen on a string, down there in Ilkley!’

Ruth was thankful that there was no-one special, but if all the girls were after him she doubted if he’d stay single long enough for her to grow up and marry him. In any case she could only do it if it would work out for Willie and Maria, Father and Grandfather. So if in the meantime Ernest did marry someone else, she would devote herself entirely to her ready-made family. The virtuous thought gave her a melancholy content.

‘Speaking of . . .’ Aunt Sarah began – then broke off and began poking the fire.

‘Yes?’

‘Nowt. I’ve forgotten what I were going to say. Deng this fire! It won’t draw!’

Ruth could see nothing wrong with the fire.

‘And you say your father’s well?’ Aunt Sarah asked.

‘Well enough. Tired, sometimes. But well.’

‘It must be a hard life for him,’ Aunt Sarah said. ‘Not having a wife. Oh, don’t get me wrong, love! I know you take good care of ’em all. You’re a little champion. But your father’s still young. And I daresay it’s hard work for thee an’ all.’

‘No it’s not!’ Ruth said quickly. ‘It’s not at all. I can manage perfectly well. Has anyone said I can’t?’

Ernest had been over to Barnswick. What stories, she wondered, had he carried back?

‘Of course not, love! There now, don’t take on! You do very well, considering. Everyone says so.’

Gradually she coaxed Ruth out of her sudden dark mood, and after that the day passed pleasantly enough. Ruth savoured the small happenings: seeing the three horses and the pig, walking up the moor to meet Uncle Matthew, looking around the house. In the little-used parlour she studied the sampler which, framed in oak, hung over the mantelpiece. It had been worked by her grandmother, Ruth Appleby, when she was eight years old.


‘Jesus permit Thy sacred name to stand

As the first effort of an infant hand

And while her fingers o’er the canvas move

Incline her tender heart to seek Thy love.’



‘What was Grandma Appleby like?’ she asked her aunt.

‘Nay lass,’ Sarah answered. ‘It’s a long time ago. She smelled nice – and if you hurt yourself, if you fell or got a cut or anything, you’d run to her for comfort. I remember that.’

When bedtime came Aunt Sarah said, ‘Our Ernest is letting you sleep in his room for tonight. He’ll sleep on the sofa downstairs.’ She lit a candle and preceded Ruth up to the bedroom.

‘I’ve forgotten to bring a nightshift,’ Ruth confessed.

‘Then you shall have one of mine. I’ve got one put by.’

Ruth fervently hoped that it was not the new one she knew her aunt had prudently laid aside, together with a pair of white stockings, to be buried in. ‘Everything proper and to hand when the time comes’ Ruth had heard her say. She was relieved when her aunt returned with an old, much-mended, but beautifully-laundered nightshift. It was white cotton, tucked down the front, and big enough to fit her three times over. They both shrieked with laughter when she put it on.

There was still some daylight left when Aunt Sarah went back downstairs. Ruth gazed out of the window, down the moor towards Ilkley and the river valley. There were too many trees for her to see the river, but she remembered it well. One day her father had taken herself and Maria along its bank, as far as Bolton Abbey. Ruth thought about that day as she climbed into the soft feather bed. A whole bed to herself! She seemed to sink down, down, down into its softness, while at the same time floating on the lightest of clouds.

When she awakened next morning the room was golden with sunlight and she knew she must have slept late. Simultaneously with her waking she was aware of a feeling of malaise; of not being herself and of never having felt quite like this before. And then, before she had time to sort out her feelings, came the sensation of wetness between her legs. Puzzled and apprehensive she was still not quite awake – she threw back the bedclothes. Her screams at the sight of the vivid stains on the sheet, and the blood still wet on her nightgown, brought her aunt running into the bedroom, breathless and white, her hand on her heart.

‘What is it? What is it, child?’

‘I’m bleeding! I’m bleeding to death! Aunt Sarah, I’m bleeding to death. Look!’

Ruth did not dare to move, her eyes fixed on the bright red patch. When Aunt Sarah’s eyes followed Ruth’s the colour came back into her face. She sat on the bed and took her niece’s hand, cold and trembling, into her own.

‘What is it? What’s the matter with me?’ Ruth cried. ‘Am I going to die?’

Aunt Sarah drew her close, holding Ruth’s shaking body against her own.

‘Of course not, you daft ha’porth!’ she said. ‘It’s just your poorly time come, that’s all!’

‘Poorly time?’ Ruth pulled herself away and looked sharply at her aunt. So she was ill!

‘Unwell. It’s called being unwell. It means you’re almost a woman, my lamb. It happens to us all. Some say it’s the curse of being a woman. The best thing is to be born a man, but since we can’t pick and choose we have to get used to it. I’d have thought you’d have started a year ago, being as you’re fourteen. I took it for granted. Did nobody tell you then?’

‘Tell me what?’ Ruth said. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Well never mind now. It’s all right and no cause for alarm. We’ll get you cleaned up and change the sheet and then I’ll get you a bit of breakfast. You shall have your breakfast in bed for once. A good thing your Uncle Matthew and Ernest went out this hour past. Now you stay where you are and I’ll fetch you a cloth and show you how to fix it. There’s nowt to worry about, love, so cheer up! After breakfast we’ll have a little talk.’

When everything had been done and Ruth had finished her breakfast – it was surprising how heartily she could still eat – Aunt Sarah sat on the chair by the bedside.

‘Well now, love, I don’t believe in keeping lasses in ignorance. It can lead to trouble. So first of all, do you know where babies come from?’

‘Oh yes,’ Ruth assured her. ‘They’re inside the mother’s body. I know all that. That’s why she swells up in front. I can’t quite see how they get out, though.’

‘How do you think?’ Aunt Sarah prompted.

Ruth hesitated. ‘Well as far as I can see, that’s what the belly button’s for. Somehow . . . .’ Her thoughts on this were vague. ‘Somehow I suppose it bursts open like a flower and the baby comes out.’

‘And do you know how the baby gets in?’ Aunt Sarah asked.

‘Oh yes!’ Ruth said. She was on firm ground now. ‘It gets in when two people kiss on the mouth. Only they have to be married. It doesn’t work if you’re not married.’

Later, Sarah Appleby told her husband that she didn’t know what had impressed her most: Ruth’s complete confidence in what she believed or her almost total ignorance of the truth.

‘Well, perhaps I’d better put you right on one or two things,’ she said.

What she told Ruth then cast a large, cold cloud over the remaining hours of her niece’s stay at the farm, and remained with her for a long time afterwards. She was disgusted and felt dirty by what was happening to her own body, but that was nothing compared to the horror she felt about the rest. It couldn’t be true! It mustn’t be true because if it were it meant that her own mother, her father, her grandfather, Aunt Sarah. . . . It was unthinkable.

When Uncle Matthew came in to his dinner Ruth looked at him with new eyes, and she had no wish to look at Ernest at all. She realised that he had never done this thing, perhaps never would, but he knew. The only consolation she could find in the whole business was that as they had all had their children a long time ago it no longer went on. There would be no point in it. She took what comfort she could from that.

She’s taken it very well, Aunt Sarah thought, observing Ruth’s expressionless face. She’s taken it in her stride.

After dinner it was time for Ruth to return to Barnswick. She refused Ernest’s offer to mount her on Polly for part of the journey. She felt he had only to look at her to be aware of her condition, and for the first time in her life she was embarrassed to be with him.

‘Thank you, I’d rather walk,’ she said.

Physically she felt fit and well again and the pain in her back had gone. It seemed as though being unwell, horrible though it was, had somehow made her feel better.

It was the same route she took back to Barnswick. She saw and heard the birds again – this time there was a snipe, perched quietly on a rock, and curlews overhead. Once again she was dazzled by the heather. But everything was different now. The previous day seemed years away.

When she reached home everyone was in the house, including Hester. William welcomed his daughter with a beaming smile.

‘Have you had a nice time, then, our Ruth?’ he asked.

Suddenly Ruth felt, much though she loved her aunt and uncle, and her cousin, how good it was to be home with her own family again. She hoped that Hester would leave soon so that she could tell the others about her visit (though there were some things she would never speak of), but Hester made no move to go.

‘Well, William,’ Hester said after a while. ‘Aren’t you going to tell her then?’

Ruth knew, even before her father reached out and took Hester’s hand in his, that something terrible was about to happen. She knew it by the way they smiled at each other, shutting out everyone else. Her father had never smiled at his children in that way.

‘I’ve got something to tell thee, Ruth love,’ he said. He spoke quietly but he couldn’t keep the joy out of his voice. ‘Hester and me’s going to be wed! I’m to have a wife again and you’ll have a new mother, Ruth!’

It took a second for the words to sink in – a second of horror and disbelief – and then Ruth flew at him, her arms flailing as she tried to separate, physically, her father and Hester.

‘You can’t!’ she shouted. ‘You can’t, you can’t! We don’t want her. She’s not our mother and we don’t want her here. Everything was all right until she came. Send her away, Father! Please send her away!’

She beat her clenched fists against his chest. He caught her wrists in his strong hands and forced her to be still, but his strength was powerless against the spate of words which came from her, and the sparking hatred in her eyes.

‘Send her away! She spoils everything! We don’t want her!’

He held on to Ruth, saying nothing while she raged. Hester stood beside him, her face a mask of calm certainty, seemingly unmoved by Ruth’s anger against her. Maria stood apart, watching, but Willie ran to Hester and clung to her skirt. At the sight of the fear in her brother’s face, Ruth’s anger turned to weeping.

‘Please, Father! I’ll be good. I’ll do everything properly. I’ll do everything as good as she can. There’s nothing she can do that I can’t!’

As she said the words she remembered the shameful thing Aunt Sarah had told her only a few hours ago. The thought isolated itself in her mind, grew and grew until there was room for nothing else. She sprang out of her father’s arms and looked at him in horror.

‘Not you!’ she cried. ‘Not you!’

As Ruth turned and ran out of the room, Hester put her hand on William’s arm.

‘Don’t fret, love. She’ll get used to it. She’ll have to.’ Her touch and her voice were as firm as rocks. If William had thought of running after his daughter, he changed his mind.

It was Enoch Appleby who went, making his slow, painful way through the village and up the moor road. He knew where he would find Ruth. She lay face down in the heather, her head on her arm, her body shaking with sobs. With difficulty he lowered himself on the ground beside her, saying nothing, but touching her gently on the shoulder to let her know he was there. When she had finished crying he spoke quietly.

‘It’s what’s best for thy father, Ruth love. You must think on that. She’ll make him a good wife, and I daresay she’ll be good to thee if only thou’ll let her.’

Ruth turned over, sat up, glared at her grandfather with accusing eyes.

‘I don’t want her to be good to me!’

‘Thy father needs a partner,’ he said. ‘When you’re a grown woman you’ll understand. One day it will happen to thee.’

‘Never!’ Ruth cried. ‘Never, never, never!’ She saw that he was puzzled by her vehemence but she was too ashamed to tell him what she knew.

‘Never’s a long time, lass,’ he replied.

They sat there in silence until, in the end, he said, ‘We must go back, love. We can’t spend the rest of our lives sitting on the moor. For a start, I’m not all that comfortable!’

Ruth sprang to her feet. How thoughtless she was to have this old man sitting on the rough, tussocky moorland, walking all this way to find her, and now he would have to walk back again.

‘I’m sorry, Grandfather. I didn’t think.’

She put out her hand and helped him to his feet. His face was pale, and lined with fatigue. She offered him her arm and together they walked back down the moorland track to the village.


3

WILLIAM AND HESTER planned to marry at Michaelmas.

‘There’s nothing to be gained from waiting,’ William said. ‘We’re not children and we both know what we want. Besides, what’s the point of paying two rents? The sooner we’re wed, the sooner Hester can move in here.’

Hester was already in the house most of the time. It seemed to Ruth that she had all but taken over. In her firm and quite pleasant manner she involved them all in her plans, whether they liked it or not. Maria revelled in it, Grandfather was quietly neutral. Ruth hated every proposal, every idea, every fancy which flowed from Hester’s busy mind. She was pleased, therefore, when her father protested, though too mildly for her liking.

‘I don’t go for all this fuss and palaver, Hester love,’ he said. ‘Dressmaking, cleaning, scrubbing, baking. What I’d like is for us to walk up to the church the first Saturday afternoon I can get off work, and have the vicar marry us without any fuss or bother.’ He sighed. ‘I suppose it’s too much to hope for?’

Hester’s laughter pealed out. ‘It certainly is, my lad! It’s all very well for you. You’ve been through it afore. It’s my first time – nay, I hope it’ll be my only time – and I intend to make the most of it.’

Making the most of it included fashioning completely new outfits not only for herself but for each of her stepchildren-to-be, as well as a new shirt for the prospective bridegroom.

‘But there’s no need for you to worry, Will lad,’ she told him. ‘All you have to do is be there on the day, spruced up and willing. Me and the children’ll see to everything else.’

She talks as though she owns us, Ruth thought. Well, she doesn’t own me and never will. But she had realised since that first evening that she was powerless to prevent her father going through with this marriage. All she could do now was to try to act as though Hester did not exist, was not always bursting into the house with measuring tapes, scissors, pins, lengths of cotton. Maria was ecstatic at this state of affairs but Ruth refused to show any pleasure at the sight of the pretty purple and white sprigged cotton which was to be made up into her new dress.

‘Hester means well,’ Grandfather said. ‘And you’ll look real bonny in yon frock.’

Everyone, it seemed, was on Hester’s side.

One morning when Hester, her mouth full of pins, was kneeling at Ruth’s feet, adjusting the hem of the new dress, Miss Caroline called. In her usual manner she tapped lightly on the door and walked straight into the living-room. At the sight of Ruth she stopped short, standing in admiration in front of Hester’s handiwork.

‘Why, it’s beautiful!’ she cried. ‘Ruth, you’re going
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