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			For the members of the Coven – Jezza, Priscilla and Sweet Pea. 

			Thank you for making me laugh so much on Thursdays, 

			it carries me through the week. Love you. Laffy
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			One

			The Foundling School for Girls, summer 1861

			Sister Madeline was sitting in her office, worrying. There was nothing new in that, she was always worrying about something. She wasn’t sure whether it was a fault or something to be recommended, but she tried to act on her worries constructively.

			Since she had come here to the wilds up on the moors of north-west Durham from the city of Newcastle upon Tyne some six years ago to establish this foundling school a great deal had happened, and each time she solved a problem it seemed to her that another five sprung up in its place, as though the enemy had stolen in during the night and planted tares among her wheat.

			She had had two nuns to help her, but Sister Hilary had married Mr Nattrass and now seemed very happy at the small farm about a mile away from the foundling school. The other nun, Abigail, was now Maddy’s right-hand woman. They were both in the their middle thirties, perhaps the best age for a woman to be, Maddy thought. They were energetic, full of ideas, capable of spending long days in both physical and mental activity, and they had respect as well as liking for one another, and yet Maddy sometimes reflected that they came from such different backgrounds that she was always surprised they got on so well.

			Abigail had been an orphaned child taken by the nuns from the Newcastle streets, tiny, starving, she had still been alive because of her wits. She had been a thief, stole to live, and there was an early time in the convent when she took the gold candlesticks from the altar and tried to sell them. She had never grown much, the result of her early childhood with little food and no care, but she had soon become a valuable member of the convent, which was all the more reason that Maddy felt gratitude when the Mother Superior sent Abigail with her to this wild place to start a refuge for homeless children.

			Maddy had come from a respectable middle-class background, but impoverished by her selfish though brilliant father, she had been penniless when he died and had gone to the nuns in despair.

			Maddy could have married when she was young and sometimes if she was having a bad day she remembered how Jay Gilbraith had wanted to marry her when she was twenty and he a young businessman of thirty. Her father had refused because Jay had also been a child of the streets. He had had no background, no family, and had fought his way up, making his own money. Her father was too proud of his daughter and their name to let her marry a nobody.

			Now Jay had created this village, a place where he gathered up people who needed a new start, a decent place to live. Maddy had no romantic thoughts of him any more, those she did have were caught up in her early life and were besieged by the misery of her father’s behaviour, so she did not dwell on these things.

			In some ways she thanked God that they had not been allowed to marry. It was strange how when you looked back you thought that there was an unseen hand guiding your life, and though it was not what you wanted at the time, you could achieve so much more by giving your life to a much more worthy idea than having children and just going on. She was proud of what they had achieved with God’s help, and grateful that somehow she had ended up in this wild and beautiful place.

			Now she needed a replacement for Hilary, she needed another shoulder to the wheel, if you like, she thought.

			That morning she had a letter from the Mother Superior in Newcastle and it was an instruction, Maddy did not doubt it. She was sending a nun to help, and she trusted that Sister Madeline and Sister Abigail would make her welcome and help her to settle in. Mother did not say that the new nun was to be a replacement for Hilary, and Maddy thought it was as well unsaid. Hilary was a huge loss since she had married Mr Nattrass and although they lived nearby it could never be the same and Maddy was not sufficiently selfish to wish it so.

			The new nun was Sister Lydia. She had many talents – Mother was a believer in there being ‘no lights under bushels but men light a candle’, Maddy thought – talent was her oft-used word and, unlike many religious orders, the Daughters of Charity were allowed to use their talents as best they chose to enable other people to be well and prosper, and they could leave the order if they wanted. Maddy thought this was sensible though not godly, it depended on how you looked at such things.

			Maddy also discerned in the letter that Mother knew Maddy was not keen on having other nuns there, she was too worried they might cause disruption, but since to Mother this was firstly a religious venture Maddy knew that she would have to put up with Sister Lydia, no matter what kind of person she was.

			Abigail felt the same. They had sufficient help in the community so as not to need any more religious figures, but then perhaps they were both wrong, so privately they stopped laughing about the idea as they had when they thought it was not a serious possibility.

			The nun arrived on the kind of day that only made its appearance perhaps twice a month, if that. It was a perfect day up on the tops, a clear sky, the odd white cloud disappearing as it broke across the horizon. Everything looked as though it flourished without effort.

			Maddy had gone to greet the new arrival. Abigail was left to mind everything else, but then Abigail was not wont to say nothing when she thought there was anything to be said, so it was safer to leave her at the school and go and see the new help alone. Maddy expected nothing and hoped for nothing and knew there was no way in which she could win, she must accept what she was given and be thankful.

			At first, as Sister Lydia was helped down from the pony and cart, her face was nicely blank, so Maddy made hers the same. She called herself stupid and pessimistic. Mother had sent a woman she thought would be of great help, indeed her letter had said so.

			The new nun looked all around her, ignoring Maddy, not deliberately, Maddy thought, but just that she had never been anywhere like this and was bemused and possibly scared too. So she came closer and made the first move. She welcomed her, introduced herself, and the other nun was polite enough to look and smile and nod.

			Maddy was surprised at how young this woman was – she could not have been more than twenty, or maybe she looked younger because she had exquisitely fair skin, like peaches and cream as the old saying went. She was slender and large-eyed and had about her a look that Maddy could only think of as vacant. She dismissed the idea. Mother would never send her somebody incompetent.

			As Abigail said later, ‘She looks like she belongs in one of them tea houses in Newcastle, lifting her little finger with her teacup and nibbling the edge off Victoria sponge cakes.’

			She was very slight, ‘As though the wind off the Tyne would carry her away,’ Abigail said.

			She was also one of the most beautiful girls either of them had ever seen. ‘She’s got eyes just like Dobber,’ Abigail said, Dobber being one of Mr Nattrass’s sheepdogs.

			Her eyes were indeed dark brown, and her lashes when she cast them low hid a great many things in her face. She had delicate hands that looked as if they had seen no work, and there was to her face a gentle blush amidst the whiteness of her skin.

			‘Lydia.’

			Abigail said she had never known of a nun called such a name and had no idea where it came from. Maddy had the feeling there had been a Saint Lydia at some point.

			Sister Lydia looked shocked when she saw the children, and Maddy understood why. There was a great deal of noise in the dining room. A lot of people might have hushed them, but these children had come from difficult circumstances so as long as they did not quarrel or fight at the table she did not care. She had never thought about the noise before, but she felt sure it sounded tremendous.

			She and Abigail always sat among the children, nowhere near one another, it worked better that way, they had control. She sat Sister Lydia down by her side so that the young nun would not be overwhelmed. The children ignored her and, although they made a great deal of noise, they were also conscious that they were being well fed so it was all good-humoured.

			Many of them knew what it was like to starve, the rest were grateful for their education, and since the bigger boys were the only ones who might have disrupted things and had been sent to learn at various farms in the district – something Maddy became more and more grateful for as time went by – they ate well. She insisted on them using knives and forks and having table manners. Abigail had a habit of rapping people across the knuckles for not eating properly at the table – no elbows, fork in left hand, held with prongs downward, knife in right hand, held the correct way up so that it cut properly, and not to put too much into your mouth at once in case you might choke. Table manners were a matter of common sense, Abigail said.

			‘These are knives and forks, not shovels, and we are responsible for the manners that you take out into the world, and on such things you will be judged, so take heed.’ Abigail could be so correct, Maddy thought, in awe considering she had never seen the inside of a house at seven years old.

			The children soon learned, and also after the first meal or two that they need not fear, or eat as if they would never get another meal. Everybody here ate three meals a day and drank goat’s milk in the mornings – Abigail now had three nanny goats and a young man to look after and milk them. Jim Slater’s lad, Robert, who was helping his father to fit windowpanes and doors in the new houses, took on the duty with relish. With the milk there were often newly baked biscuits. Maddy was aware they were not so well baked as they had been when Hilary ran the kitchen. She tried to push away such thoughts. She told herself that Sister Lydia would turn out to be a surprise and that perhaps she was a wizard in what she still thought of as Hilary’s kitchen.

			After a day or two the children would settle down and sleep well. Mr Gray, the local doctor, looked after the village so that every child who was hurt or ailing was soon helped, and Maddy prided herself that no child was ever neglected after coming to her.

			Sister Lydia did not eat much that first day. She seemed aghast and when she was assigned kitchen duties she blenched visibly. ‘That woman has never peeled a carrot in her life,’ Abigail said the following day, coming into Maddy’s office and closing the door, which she did when she wanted to say something disagreeable.

			‘We must give her time,’ Maddy said.

			Abigail looked hard at her and then went back to the kitchen to see how the meals were going for the rest of the day.

			Things had been difficult in the kitchen since Hilary had married. The women who helped were competent, but nothing more, and Abigail’s cooking was so plain that Maddy would have suggested differently had she dared. Abigail too did not like the work, though she would never have said so. She preferred being with families and helping in houses and looking after the welfare of various young women in the village. Maddy knew well that if Lydia had been able to take over the kitchen it would have worked well, but Lydia showed no aptitude. Maddy thought the nun’s neat white hands and upper-middle-class accent and good looks meant that Abigail was right, Lydia had never been in a kitchen before, so she could hardly be expected to cope now without a lot of help. In the end Maddy found a woman from the village to run the kitchen, which solved a lot of problems. She was widowed without children and had helped her husband run an inn in Stanhope. Having nowhere to go she had ended up here and Maddy saw as soon as the woman arrived that she would take over care of the kitchen. Abigail was so relieved that Maddy could see it in her face. Maddy just wished she could have discovered anything that Lydia was remotely good at. Typically Mother had given her no clue, it was so like her to let Maddy work out such things for herself.

			In the end she asked Sister Lydia if she had any teaching skills, but that too was a bad idea. She couldn’t keep the children quiet. She couldn’t engross them in any subject at all, and it was so obvious she was hopeless that Maddy despaired. She could not sew or knit, she could not sing a note. Maddy half wished that Hilary had never married, but it was far too late for all that.

		


		
			Two

			Cowshill, Weardale, 1861

			It was July, the first week of the month, and Mary Barnfather’s favourite time of year. The back gardens were full of greens – carrot fronds waving in the wind, leeks peeping up from their trenches criss-crossed, creamy cauliflowers fat and round like bouquets, spinach and lettuce and onions. The potatoes were at their best, all you had to do was rub their skins so that they flaked off under your thumbs and they were ready to be cooked. Most memorable of all was mint, and here she remembered being a small child sent out to pick the mint so that her mother could use it to go with the lamb on special Sundays. Vinegar, sugar, and the mint bruised for its smell coated the lamb and new potatoes, with lots of butter and salt, was the perfect accompaniment.

			The nights were barely dark and the days were long and sunny for the most part, but then thunder and lightning would prevail alongside huge downpours so that nothing wilted, everything grew.

			She had spent the majority of her days playing with her siblings in the burn, which flowed through the village where her father ran the flour mill. They would spend hours trying to dam the stream, moving large stones to stop the water. Abe, the eldest at fourteen, was good at that, she mostly gave him directions. The six-year-old, Flo, was happy just to plodge in the water, and two-year-old, Rosie stayed in the house, her mother being convinced that they would let the poor child drown because they weren’t capable of looking after her.

			Her mother was always urging Mary to help, she was ten now and could do most things, but her mother didn’t say much about it, although she got fed up because Abe was not capable of looking after Rosie by himself.

			Abe was different than other people and spent a lot of time gazing into nowhere. Mary went to school, Abe didn’t, and nobody tried to push him after he went the first few times, didn’t know where he was, and ran for home. Six-year-old Flo didn’t go either because she didn’t like it, and Mary felt a bit bad about the whole thing because her mother insisted on her going. She liked it.

			‘It might get you out of this godforsaken hole if you could learn something useful,’ her mother said.

			Her mother complained a lot, everything was somebody else’s fault, but since nobody took any notice and nothing changed she would shut up in the end. She’d often say that she wished she had never got married and had children.

			There weren’t many unmarried women here and either they were dressmakers or went as help to the small farms, and they were generally not considered of any importance. Great shame was heaped on those who could not attract a man.

			Mrs Carlton, who lived four doors along, was respected because her man had died in the quarry and the management had paid out money because they deemed it was not his fault, but still she had to take in washing because she had three children and nobody to lock the doors.

			Mary’s father was always at the mill, which was just across from the house and over the stream. He would come in three times a day for his meals but often he was so busy that Mary would have to take his meals to him, and something for the lad who worked with him, Kenny, so there were always a lot of meals to be made. Mary was amazed her mother had time for anything else, though she felt a little guilty because she could have been of help but didn’t like being inside.

			Of late she had taken meals over and only Kenny had been at the mill, and there was no point in talking to Kenny because as far as she knew he never spoke. How the two men communicated was beyond her. She didn’t even know where Kenny lived. She had the feeling that he slept on the premises, and the few times lately when her dad had not been there Kenny had happily eaten both meals. Mary didn’t tell her mother that her father was not there, if he had other business it was nothing to do with her.

			Her father was a quiet man, he had few words to give to the world, as though he was somehow storing them for future use, as if he might be giving out diamonds on his breath. So mostly he just went about his business, got on with his day. Her mother was noisy, perhaps that was why he was quiet. She went on talking and grumbling, regardless of whether there was anybody around to hear her.

			Mary would come in sometimes, thinking that they had a visitor, most unusual, but her mother was just going about her tasks, cooking and washing up and scrubbing floors and making their clothes.

			She was a seamstress and very good at it, so Mary wondered why she had married when she had such a skill and resolved that there had been no need of it. Most women were good at such things, their mothers taught them to be. It made her sad to think that her mother had had nothing to look forward to other than this.

			It was summer and the days were warm and long, so the nights were too, the windows always open to what breeze they could catch, and up there on the felltops there was almost always a breeze. When the night was blue and as dark as it would get, the moon was big and round in the sky, giving light behind the clouds and making Mary feel so alive that often she would stay by the window while the others slept.

			School was finished, she was so relieved because, although she enjoyed school, her freedom was the most important thing of all. She loved her home. Harebells so blue, and clover purple and white, long stemmed big white daisies in the grass by the roadside, and purple vetch. The stream was low because there had not been much rain lately, but from time to time it would come down in torrents as though aware it was not doing its job properly.

			Her father was a proud man and although they were not rich he paid his way, he never let a bill go unattended and everybody in the area knew that he was honest and hardworking. Also, if people were stuck he would help them with money or time, and her mother protested that he was trying to keep the whole dale and that one of these fine days they would have nothing to eat and nowhere to go.

			Mary was pleased that he was her dad. She thought he was wonderful. He was tall and slender and smart, with bright red hair like carrots and cool green eyes. He had a milky skin such as most men didn’t. He had a smiling mouth and although he didn’t say much Mary knew that he loved them. He would talk to them softly, he never beat them when they did what her mother thought was wrong, so her mother could never say, ‘wait until your dad gets home’, partly because he was nearby and partly because he didn’t lift a hand to anybody.

			His only failing was that she was his favourite. She knew that he didn’t mean to set her apart from the others and also she knew that if Abe had been like other lads she would probably have come with the rest of the children after him, but since he wasn’t, her father took to her and she enjoyed it. She knew how unfair it was, but saw that he couldn’t help it. Her mother seemed not to see it, and Mary hoped she never would. In any case, she said nothing.

			Her father took Mary walking with him sometimes on Sunday afternoons. He didn’t ask anybody else to go, she couldn’t remember when they had not done such things. In a way she felt like she was the nearest thing her father had to a son, despite Abe.

			He taught her how to tickle fish and how to push back their heads so that they died and how to slit their bellies and take out their insides with your forefinger. He took her shooting for rabbits and pigeons and let her shoot while he knelt down and she rested the gun on his shoulder.

			He taught her how to skin rabbits and pluck pigeons. She wished she could go to work in the mill with him, but when she suggested it he laughed and looked pleased and said that when she was older she could go in, when she was stronger she could help, and she was amazed and grateful because girls didn’t do things like that.

			Her mother taught her to cook and bake and sew and knit. Mary was not good at sewing and knitting, she thought it boring. All she wanted was to play outside with the others, dream of when she would be old enough and strong enough to look after the mill, to help her father when he aged and couldn’t do it any more, but she accepted the things her mother taught her because it would have been wrong to refuse. And her mother wouldn’t have stood for it.

			As the days went forward she was taking three meals a day to the mill. Her father was sometimes there at night, but often he was missing through the day and she could not help worrying that there would be problems. Whatever was he doing that he did not come to work?

			By now she was lying awake half the night, long after her mother softly snored and the children around her slept. Abe always slept well. She was convinced that if the house were burning down she would have had to waken him to make sure they left safely.

			It was August when she heard her father get up in the middle of the night and creep about as though not wanting to disturb anyone. Perhaps he needed to get to the mill early and make up for the time he had lost, but he had gone downstairs and did not come back, and yet neither did he leave the house.

			Eventually she trod barefoot down the stairs, her feet making no noise and her nightgown long and white, with embroidered butterflies such as she had requested when her mother made this garment for her. She had been so proud of the butterflies. They were brown and orange and had yellow spots on their wings, which was exactly what she had asked for.

			It was shadowed but not dark and somehow she had the feeling that summer was over. She paused at the bottom of the stairs because she could see his figure, and then he saw her.

			‘Daddy. Are you going out?’ she said.

			‘Yes, I – yes, I am.’ He stopped there and looked up at her, his green eyes so bright, and then he said slowly, ‘Would you like to come with me?’

			She stared at him.

			‘No,’ he said immediately. ‘How foolish was I? You cannot come with me. You must stay here and look after everybody.’

			‘I can dress in a minute,’ she offered.

			He seemed to think about it, and then shook his head.

			‘No,’ he said, ‘it wouldn’t do. I can’t have you along.’

			‘Are you going far?’

			‘A fair way, yes.’ He sounded reluctant, as though she could change his mind if only she could think of the right thing to say or do, but nothing came to her, and her insides panicked that she could not hold him.

			‘Will you be back in the morning?’

			He was no longer looking at her. He didn’t even look at the door. She thought he was going to put down the bags that he held in his hands but he didn’t. He clutched at them ever harder, his face set, and then he unlatched the door and all he said was, ‘Look after the others,’ and then he opened the door and closed it after him.

			Mary never forgot the little click as the latch came down. There was something so final about it that she did not run after him as she had thought she might. She stood there, thinking about what it would be like if she put on her clothes and the lovely shawl that her mother had made for her, but thinking about that shawl she knew she could not go. It was such a pretty dark heather, the colour she had requested because heather was her favourite colour, her favourite flower.

			She hesitated, not sure about which way her mind would choose to go, but she did nothing. She could have put on her clothes and followed him, so why didn’t she? She didn’t know. Just that somehow she divined it was of no use. It would do no good. There had been something about his stance and the turn of his head and the look in his eyes that stopped her.

			After he had gone all she could smell was flour and the dying kitchen fire and the remains of the meal her mother had made so faithfully. The meals had been better than ever of late, and she thought that perhaps her mother had seen that her father was distracted and tried to put things right in one of the few ways she knew.

			Mary tried not to think that he had gone for more than a day. Could she have mistaken his words, his intent, but then he had never said such things before, had never gone like that in such a way.

			He wasn’t there the following morning and when she took out the breakfast to the mill he wasn’t there either. She started waiting for him, looking for sight of him, listening for the sound of his heavy-treaded boots, but he wasn’t there the day after, nor the one after that, and she lay awake in the darkness, lost as to what to think.

			Her mother seemed unaware that her husband was not at the mill and did not come home at night. Since she was not alarmed, Mary tried not to be, but as two days turned into three and three into four and she was still taking three meals a day over to the mill and watching Kenny gleefully demolish the lot she became more and more worried. She did ask Kenny where her father had gone, did he know when he would be back, but Kenny kept shrugging his shoulders, eating and drinking and saying nothing.

			How could her mother not know that her father was not there at all? Mary didn’t know whether to say something, but it didn’t seem right that she should.

			But then she could not go on like this, not saying that her father was not there, and she could not tell her mother the truth of it. It weighed heavily on her. Sooner or later, especially when there was no work being done at the mill, as surely Kenny could not do it all, her mother would notice.

			She wished she had somebody to talk to. She started to fear the worst, so that when she finally got back to the house she couldn’t eat. When the squire, Mr Long, discovered her father was not there any longer, they would lose the mill and the house.

			Her mother complained about her not eating, but she couldn’t get a morsel down after five days of her father’s absence.

			‘You’re not ailing, are you?’ her mother said, putting a hand to her clammy forehead. ‘You’re hot and sticky. Do you feel ill?’

			‘No. No, I’m fine.’

			Mary could see her mother was surprised that day because rather than going outside with the others on such a fine day she helped without being asked.

			‘Now I know you’re ill,’ her mother joked.

			The morning was endless and yet noon came and her mother packed food off to the mill.

			Mary tried questioning him again, but Kenny went on eating, looked blankly at her and all around, as if her father would suddenly appear. He really was quite daft, she thought.

			So she didn’t linger to collect the plates. She went back into the house and told her mother that she had left the plates with Kenny because her dad wasn’t there.

			Her mother thought nothing of that, why would she? It was again an endless time until tea, but when she took the meal over she knew that she would be faced with the same thing again and so it was. It was awful, the time trickled past like an almost dried-up stream.

			This time her mother frowned but said nothing. Everything changed that night. Her mother waited up and Mary could not sleep and finally when her mother went to bed she knew that nothing would ever be the same again. Everything in their lives was altered and nothing could or would go back.

			Her mother did not sleep. She kept walking about and then going downstairs, and finally Mary knew that her mother had lit a candle and gone to the mill. She would probably find Kenny sleeping there. Did her mother suspect that he slept there?

			She was not long in coming back. By then Mary had crept down the stairs and was waiting by the door. It really was dark and, as her mother came in with the candle still alight, she spied Mary and said, ‘Goodness, child, what are you doing still up?’

			‘Is something wrong?’ Mary tried to be innocent about it but she felt guilty.

			‘Your father isn’t there. I think that perhaps he has had an accident.’

			Mary couldn’t think of a thing to say, and then her mother paused inside the door.

			‘Why, his coat isn’t here.’

			Mary tried to look surprised and remembered her father had his coat on when he left, even though the night was warm, and that should have told her he was not coming back. And then a thought occurred to her. Maybe he would come back. She couldn’t understand why he had gone. Or where?

			Her mother was examining the place behind the door where his coat lived as though her hands would make him appear, and then Mary thought, the truth began to dawn.

			‘Where could he have gone?’

			It finally occurred to Mary that her mother had been hoping and praying as she had been, that she too had been worried for some time but had not liked to admit it in front of her children, could not live with the idea that her husband had left them.

			Mary hovered on the stairs.

			‘Go back to bed, child. There’s no point in you being here.’

			Mary went, but her mother did not come back up the stairs and Mary couldn’t sleep. She felt guilty. She felt as though she ought to go down and tell her mother that she had seen him leave. She felt as if she should have awoken her mother then, but it was too late for all this and nothing could be gained. Her guilt about it might be replaced by more guilt.

			Her mother would feel that it had been all her fault. She finally fell asleep just as morning arrived and then her mother was shouting up the stairs for her to get up. When she did so, instead of giving her breakfast, her mother sent her to the mill to enquire whether her father was there. It was a useless errand, Mary knew, but she dutifully went and of course he was not there. Kenny looked disappointed when he saw that there was only one breakfast.

			After that nothing more was said, but her mother began sending one lot of meals to the mill. Kenny was asked to the house. He had never been in the house before and hovered in the kitchen, smelling of flour and well, of himself. Mary thought he must never have washed in his life though where he could do so except in the stream she couldn’t think. Her mother asked him questions, but Mary need not have worried. Kenny didn’t know what day of the week it was, never mind when was the last time his boss had been there.

			And Mary’s mother did not realize that Kenny had been eating double his food for almost two weeks. He certainly didn’t look fatter, but then he spent all his days heaving sacks of grain and flour about, so why would he? His face was blank as her mother questioned him. He didn’t know when Mr Barnfather had last been there, leaving Mary’s mother with the impression that her husband had been gone but a short time.

			After that Kenny went outside and continued to have his meals sent over, and her mother continued to wait for her husband to come back. Mary felt awful. She waited too and she prayed night and morning, but after another few days Mr Long himself turned up at the mill. Mary’s heart did horrible things, down past her boots. She felt sick.

			‘I understand that Mr Barnfather is not at home,’ he said, and Mary’s mother wrung her hands to find the squire unexpectedly in her kitchen since he had come in the back way. She offered him the front room, but for some reason he declined it.

			‘I don’t know where he is, sir, indeed I don’t,’ she said, and then the poor woman retreated into the pinafore which she lifted to her eyes.

			‘I will make enquiries,’ Mr Long said, and then he went away and left her mother bemoaning the state of her house, her kitchen, and herself.

			Her mother was fractious. She burned the meals, she shouted at the children and yet when they went outside to get away she shouted at them for leaving her, and so it went on. Her mother didn’t sleep that night or the next, and then Mary didn’t sleep either, increasing her prayers, doubling and then tripling them while her hands shook with dishonesty.

			It was five days before Mr Long came back and her mother was flustered again to have such an important personage at her house twice in a week.

			He asked if she would step outside since the day was rainy and the children were inside. The others thought nothing of it, but Mary stood by the window as the squire explained that something had happened. Furtively she opened the window and instantly wished she hadn’t because the squire was saying to her mother, ‘There is another woman. They went off together on Thursday night.’

			Her mother stared at him.

			‘My husband went away with another woman?’

			‘I’m afraid so. Francine Butler, the daughter of the blacksmith at Lanehead. Her parents are angry and upset and she will never be able to go home. You must have heard that she disappeared several months ago. He has a little cottage there, and now they are going away together.’

			‘But – but he would never have done such a thing. We have always lived here, his father had the mill before him, you know he did.’

			‘Do you have anywhere to go?’

			Mary gasped so loudly she thought they must have heard her.

			‘Go? Why, no, sir. I have no family left and my husband’s family are all long since dead. You know that, they’re in the churchyard and he was an only one. Abe cannot help him much, he is – not very bright.’

			Her mother stopped there and Mary remembered the many times her father had tried to get Abe to understand things. Yes, they had a son, but he was incapable of being any use and Mary knew that they had longed for another son, and perhaps that was why he had spent so much time at the mill and away from the house and why there never seemed to be any conversation between her parents.

			‘He will come back,’ she said now, trying to reassure both of them, Mary thought.

			‘He cannot come back, not after this, not after such disgrace. They are gone.’ The squire coughed, like somebody who was finding this audience particularly difficult. ‘They have a child, a little boy.’

			Her mother cried out and then sobbed, and her apron, which had been particularly useful of late, Mary thought, went up to her eyes and stayed there as she tried to restrain her emotions and couldn’t.

			‘I will try to get you a house in the village and perhaps you could find something useful to do there,’ was all the squire said, and then he left.

			Her mother stayed outside for a long time so that even the other children noticed and the younger two cried as children did when they were confused and had no idea what was going on. Nobody made dinner and when Mary went to find her mother she couldn’t see her anywhere.

			She gave the others sandwiches and put the fire on because she thought that her mother would need tea when she came back in, but she didn’t come back. In the end, Mary took the children outside, mostly because she didn’t trust Abe not to let the younger ones fall on the fire.

			And then she looked around. They didn’t notice her. She went next door to Mrs Wheatley’s who had evidently heard what had happened and was guarded, not quite opening her door. She tried to be hearty and reassuring, but Mary was undeceived.

			She went to all the neighbours, but none of them seemed to have any idea of what she might do and she knew that they were so poor they could barely afford to feed and house their own children, never mind anybody else’s, so she came back, worrying that Rosie might have fallen into the stream. The only thing she was glad for was that Rosie was nowhere near the stream, they were playing just outside the house, though Abe had gone to sleep in the light sun that now pierced the thick green of the summer trees.

			There was by this time little to eat, so Mary went to the henhouse and collected eggs, made bread, and was able to give the children some tea. After that, her mother still not having returned, she looked in the place her father kept his money, the little dresser that lived in their front room.

			When she opened the middle drawer it was empty. She searched the other drawers, the cupboards, and everywhere in the house, afraid now. She did not want to think that not only had he gone off but he had left them without a penny. Thinking that Kenny was at the mill, though how he would have helped she had no idea, she set off, but the place was empty. Kenny, like a rat deserting a sinking ship she thought bitterly, had gone.

		


		
			Three

			The first time that Lydia saw herself in a mirror after she left Newcastle she stared. There were no mirrors at the Newcastle convent so she had not caught a glimpse of herself in years, but at the orphanage there were small mirrors. Lydia was not quite sure why. Was it just that it was a place for children, but then why did children need mirrors? She could not help staring back at the beautiful creature her reflection was and then being so ashamed that she blushed and turned away. She didn’t look again, but she could not forget how very lovely her face was, framed that way so that her eyes looked big and stark.

			After that she noticed men in the village gazing at her as she went past on her way down to various houses or up to the foundling school, and then she understood why there were no mirrors at the convent, she should not notice them watching her. Nobody said anything and there was never anything threatening about it, it was just as though they were admiring a sunset or a view down the valley, and they didn’t stare, so after a while she stopped thinking about it.

			She knew that it was hard for Sister Madeline, trying to find a place for each nun where her best efforts would help the school most, but so far Lydia was afraid she was not making progress.

			She had never been in a kitchen and that was the first place she was sent. She cut her fingers three times trying to peel carrots, and Sister Abigail complained, not just that her blood ran into the carrots but that there was scarcely any carrot left when she was done.

			‘You’re meant to pare it, like this.’ But Abigail did it so quickly that it didn’t make any difference to how Lydia understood it. There was no way in which she was ever going to manage carrot peeling, and when she also reduced a potato to nothing but a pile of skin Abigail despaired and asked Maddy to move her, she knew. She did washing up for a while, but the plates and cups were always sliding from her hands on to the stone floor so that she was forever surrounded by shards of crockery, and then she would tear her hands more as she stooped to pick them up.

			Abigail tried to show her how to hoe the weeds that were always springing up in the garden, but Lydia knew not a weed from a seed, that was what Abigail said with amazing patience, and so she was sent into the schoolroom.

			Lydia had not known until that moment that children terrified her. Maddy spent days telling her about teaching and helping her to make the children regard her, but Lydia’s voice forsook her and was lost in terror. The moment she was left alone she wanted to run out. It didn’t matter how many attempts she made, she couldn’t do it.

			She hadn’t been miserable since the day she left home, but she was now, and the more inadequate she thought she was the less she could do anything. She had loved life at the convent and wished herself back there very hard.

			 

			Lydia had been a meek child and never had any idea what she wanted to do. She was an only child and when her parents suggested she might marry the son of their greatest friends, although she had half expected it she realized that it was the last thing she had ever wanted. That was when she stopped being meek, and nobody was more surprised than she.

			‘But he’s perfect for you,’ her mother said.

			Lydia couldn’t believe it. She thought she had never met a man who was less likely to interest her, but she didn’t want to say that. She never felt attracted to anyone. She thought that as an only child she might have enjoyed the company of other people, but the truth was that she liked being alone.

			She did not want a man telling her what to do and she didn’t want lots of children. She knew, though her mother had not said so, as far as she could remember, that her mother wanted a dozen grandchildren, having been unable to have more children herself, but Lydia was not about to fulfil her mother’s second-hand dreams.

			The young man was called David Welcome. She had known him all her life and never liked him. She spent a lot of time with him, since her parents and his parents were practically inseparable.

			David had tried to teach her to ride until she begged him to stop. She hated being that far off the ground and when the horse moved she closed her eyes. David was the kind of boy who never read a book, was rarely inside, he spent most of his time hunting as he grew older, and since his father was Master of the Hunt he was always down at the stables helping with the hounds and seeing to the horses. He only seemed to like her because his parents encouraged it and if nothing else he was a most obedient child. Also the two families were as one, and she knew very well that they all wanted her to marry him.

			She didn’t even like how he looked. He was considered very handsome, tall and lean and dark eyed and very merry with everybody, including herself. He would have danced all night with any girl who would dance, and because he was popular and well known and rich and landed gentry, her mother would never have understood why Lydia was not interested in him.

			He was a big joker. He seemed to think telling jokes was conversation. He liked to make people laugh. He liked to party and dance and drink champagne, and every girl in the area around Newcastle liked him very much and several of them looked adoringly at him, but he didn’t notice.

			In the end he said bluntly to her, ‘So when are we going to get married?’

			They were standing in front of the huge, ugly and recently built mansion that had been in his family for hundreds of years, at least a house on that spot had been, they kept pulling down the houses and building new ones as though the future was necessarily better. And everything inside the house was renewed. His mother had no taste, Lydia thought. The library was cold and empty, the main rooms were full of chairs that matched but couldn’t be sat upon for any length of time without discomfort, the hall was full of dead animals’ heads, it was disgusting, Lydia thought. The table always groaned with food that would have fed a great many families, but nobody noticed there was a surfeit, so she only hoped it went to the servants at the end of the day. But they didn’t think about it. The idea of having to live there with them was so awful that she couldn’t even contemplate it.

			There were few books in the house. The whole house was full of stuffed animals in glass boxes. Foxes with glinting eyes seemed to gape at her above the candlelight in the evenings. The talk bored her, it was all about killing things, and she was meant to wear beautiful dresses so she was always cold on these occasions because they were white silk or satin, and she had to wear pearls in her ears and around her neck and on her wrists as though she were an object herself.

			 

			It was a bright sunny morning, she had to say that. There had been a party the night before and David had drunk so much champagne that he had had to be carried to bed. The young men had thrown food at one another across the table and chased the maids through the hall, and everybody (except the maids presumably) thought it jolly good fun.

			She thought he was joking at first. He looked pale and probably had a bad stomach upset. She would have recommended kaolin and morphine had she been asked. The local apothecary had recommended it when her mother had been ill some time recently, though her mother had not drunk too much champagne.

			David was obviously what her mother called ‘mis-stitched by her silence’.

			‘You’re not saying anything, Lydia, I have the devil of a headache and Pa told me that if I didn’t ask you soon he would do the work himself.’ He seemed to think that funny and smirked.

			‘I don’t want to marry you,’ she said.

			She would have walked away, but he would only have followed her. If ever there had been a spoiled child he was it. He had been denied nothing in his life, so she merely stood there while he frowned and looked at her as though being told the champagne had run out.

			‘What?’ he said.

			‘I don’t want to marry you.’

			‘But – but Lydia, that’s ridiculous, damn it I’m the most eligible man in the whole area and it’s all been settled. Your pa and my pa have done the paperwork, and we are to be married in the summer, you know it.’ He was laughing openly now, showing his perfectly even white teeth. Ghastly, she thought. He was so absurdly physically well, a life which had had everything so far.

			‘I know nothing of the kind. Nobody has said anything to me.’

			‘Well, it was taken for granted. Of course you will marry me. What else would you do?’

			‘I’m thinking of becoming a nun.’

			They both came from wealthy Catholic families and were devout, and in other generations both priests and nuns had been suitable roles for the extra children, especially girls who could find no partners, so it had been useful, but she was an only child. At first she said it just for something to say, to shock him, and he was certainly shocked.

			He laughed again. He laughed long and loudly, but Lydia didn’t laugh, so that in the end he stopped and stared at her, not believing what she said.

			‘Am I meant to tell my pa that not only will you not marry me but you are giving yourself to God? He would thrash me for being drunk before breakfast.’

			‘Your father would never do anything of the kind,’ she said, his father being the most idle man on the planet.

			‘I think you mean it. That’s silly, Lydia, you know it is, any girl in the whole of the north-east would marry me.’

			‘It may seem ridiculous to you, but it doesn’t seem that way to me at all.’

			He stared even more and he laughed until she wished she could knock the laughter from his face. She wanted to tell him that she wouldn’t marry him if he had been the last young man on earth, but she didn’t, she was too well brought up for that, but she must let them all know that she would rather die than marry him.

			 

			There was hell on, that was what he told her, that there would be hell to pay and so there was. Her father was dumbfounded, her mother wept, and his mother wept, and his father had to leave the house, he was so upset. Strange how it became a reality.

			Suddenly, becoming a nun seemed easier than all the other ways of living. Well, not easier, but more likely somehow, more feasible and certainly a lot safer than marrying somebody as crass as he was. She couldn’t think of another way to handle it, another chance to get away, and get away she felt she must.

			She was bored with the people in her life who cared for nothing but themselves and their wealth. Nobody read a book or watched a bird singing or did anything that was not so essentially selfish that it made her flinch. How had she been born like this? Pleasure was all they wanted or went towards.

			Her father was upset and she could see it in his face.

			‘Why, Lydia why?’

			‘He bores me.’

			He stared just as much as the boy had done.

			‘And that is why you don’t want to marry him? You are being unreasonable.’

			‘I thought the Catholic church needed nuns.’

			‘Not like you. Not so exquisitely beautiful as you, or as well born. We have given you everything. Is this how you repay us?’

			‘You would rather sacrifice me to a man I don’t care for?’

			‘Marriage is not a sacrifice, it’s what women do, their role in life is to marry and give a man sons. How dare you?’

			She met his eyes, possibly for the first time she had defied him, but she would not have this, she would not marry a man who was so stupid that she could not endure his company, much less his touch. He would never get so close as even to touch her hand, she swore to herself.

			‘I dare because I will not do it. I will not marry him, I don’t care what any of you thinks or does and
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