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CHAPTER ONE

Elizabeth Oaks passed the back of her hand across her dripping brow, leaving a floury streak. She had been up since half-past five, when her husband rose to go to his father’s farm, where he worked. As soon as the fire was drawing and the oven was hot, she had started to bake. Now, as she stood back and surveyed the array of cakes and pies spread across the dresser and over one end of the kitchen table, she felt a glow of satisfaction. Crossing to the range, she opened the oven door and passed her hand quickly across the inside. It was still too hot for the pork pies, so she left the door ajar and picking up the coal-rake, drew out some of the fire from beneath the oven. ‘There,’ she murmured to herself. ‘By the time they’re ready for in, it should be just about right.’

Since her marriage to George Oaks almost seven months before, she had stood the Wednesday market in the nearby town of Kirkbymoorside with her mother-in-law, Annie Oaks. At first, she had not had sufficient in the way of eggs and dairy produce to bring in enough money to eke out her husband’s wage from his father. She had decided then to stretch her farm produce by baking, and had gradually built up a number of regular customers for her cakes and pies.

Elizabeth soon realised that her venture was unpopular amongst the bakers and publicans of the little town, who expected to supply food for those attending the weekly market. However, she was quite happy with the success of her business and knew that both her own family – the Butlers – and George’s family – the Oaks – were too highly thought of in the area for any of the innkeepers to complain aloud that she was taking their trade. They preferred to dismiss it as a woman’s fancy – of little importance. Elizabeth, however, knew that her experiment was already earning more money than her mother-in-law had ever made on her market stall. She managed the home thriftily and put her earnings into the bank each Wednesday, to add to the nest-egg which she and George were building up.

While the pork pies were baking, she packed the rest of her produce into large flat baskets, covered with clean white cloths. Putting on her cloak ready to face the cold March day in the market place, she glanced out of the window across the garden towards the lane, which wound through the little valley of Sleightholmedale.

‘Where’s that lad?’ she muttered anxiously. On Wednesdays, when she left Cherry Tree Farm to attend the market, either her husband stayed behind to work or her father-in-law sent Ned Blake, one of the farm lads, to work on hedging and ditching and to keep an eye on the stock and farmhouse. She moved the trays of pork pies from the oven and placed them on the table before packing them into the last of her baskets, and then crossed to the kitchen mirror to put on her bonnet.

As she went to open the door, there was a crisp knock on it, and the cheeky grin of Ned was revealed. ‘Noo then, missus. Aah’ve yoked Bella up ti t’trap for thi. Gimme some o’ thi baskets an’ Aah’ll stow ’em in t’trap,’ he offered.

‘Oh, bless you, Ned.’ Elizabeth smiled at the lad’s eagerness. ‘I thought you were late – I should have known better.’ He flushed with embarrassment at the compliment. Mrs George, as she was known to the workers on the Oaks’ farm, was a firm favourite with the men, treating them as human beings, rather than merely a source of labour.

When the trap was loaded, Elizabeth Oaks banked up the kitchen fire with peat turfs and left the house. Entering the trap, she clicked her tongue for the pony, Bella, to walk on. She turned out of the yard gate and set off down the lane towards Aumery Park Farm. Here her husband’s mother Annie would be waiting with her own pony-trap laden with dressed chickens, eggs, butter, curd and any other farm produce which she had managed to collect up for market. At Kirkbymoorside the farm-wives sat on chairs, their produce spread around them, and chatted to each other between serving customers. Many of them, like the Oaks, lived in isolated valleys and dales and attendance at the market was the highlight of their week. Here, news was exchanged and friends and families encountered from more distant moorland farms and villages. Although she knew that her parents, John and Ann Butler of Fadmoor, disapproved of her selling goods at market, Elizabeth enjoyed these days. She felt that the shared outings had created a bond between herself and George’s mother, who at first had resented that fact that Elizabeth was seven years older than her son. However, the two women had drawn closer during the months since the wedding.

Elizabeth’s lips curved in a slow smile of satisfaction as she climbed down to open the gate which barred the track before the approach to Aumery Park Farm. By now she was certain of her pregnancy. She did not intend to share the news with anyone until she had confided in George, but she knew that Jonadab and Annie Oaks would be pleased. She fastened the gate and re-entered the trap, to cover the last few yards to the Oaks’ farm. ‘That’s odd,’ she thought, noticing that her mother-in-law’s pony and trap were not waiting by the door. ‘I wonder why Ma’s not ready?’

Dismounting, she tied up Bella and then entered the kitchen where her sister-in-law Martha was standing by the stone sink, filling the large black iron kettle. As she turned to Elizabeth, she wiped away tears with the back of her hand. ‘Whatever’s the matter?’ Elizabeth crossed the kitchen and placed a comforting arm round the girl’s shoulder.

‘Oh, Elizabeth.’ Martha swung round and threw herself into Elizabeth’s arms, sobbing convulsively.

‘Where’s Ma?’ asked Elizabeth, rocking the girl and patting her back rhythmically in a comforting gesture. At that moment Lydia, the little maid of all work, came running through from the parlour.

‘T’missus is upstairs wi’ Miss Tamar,’ she announced. ‘’Er time’s come – an’ a bad time it is an’ all,’ she added, as she lifted the kettle on to the reckon, over the fire.

Elizabeth ran through the parlour and up the stairs. When she entered the bedroom Annie Oaks was wiping her daughter’s brow with a cloth wrung out in vinegar and cold water. Tamar’s vibrant beauty had vanished: she lay on the bed completely exhausted and barely conscious. Her face was sallow and drawn, her forehead and upper lip beaded with perspiration. Her usually lustrous, curly black hair clung in tendrils to her damp forehead and cheeks. As she turned her face towards the door and opened her eyes to see who had entered, she gave a sudden gasp and her knees involuntarily drew up in a spasm of agony.

Elizabeth looked from the rail at the head of the bed, to which Tamar was clinging with whitened knuckles, towards Annie, whose whole attitude mirrored her daughter’s fatigue and fear. ‘She needs a doctor,’ the mother whispered. ‘Aah don’t know what’s wrong. She’s been like this all night.’

Elizabeth pressed her arm. ‘I’ll call at Dr Dawson’s in Kirkby,’ she promised. ‘He’ll come straight away.’

‘No! No!’ Her mother-in-law pulled her back from the door. ‘Her faither won’t let anybody know. We can’t ’ave t’doctor.’

Elizabeth was incredulous. She knew her father-in-law to be a proud and stubborn man, but surely he would not let his own daughter die in childbirth for want of a doctor! That Jonadab had not addressed a single word to Tamar since her pregnancy had been revealed to them the previous autumn, Elizabeth well knew, but she refused to believe that he would still harden his heart now that Tamar’s condition was so desperate. ‘Where’s George?’ she demanded, thinking that if they all faced Jonadab, he must capitulate.

Annie, however, shook her head. ‘’E’s taken Violet and Rosie up ti t’farrier’s in Fadmoor ti be shod,’ she answered.

Elizabeth bit her lip. ‘Shall I stay here to help you?’ she suggested.

‘Nay – get thissen off ti market. Will you tek little Molly out o’ t’road?’ Annie asked.

‘Of course, and I’ll tell you what,’ suggested Elizabeth, ‘if Martha packs the trap and comes up to Kirkbymoorside after me, I’ll have a chair ready next to mine and she can sell what she can. I’ll see she’s all right and give her a hand.’ She went to the bed and kissed Tamar’s damp cheek. ‘Gather your strength, love. It’ll be over soon,’ she whispered, adding to herself, ‘one way or the other.’

Tamar’s eyes flickered open and she forced her lips into a painful smile. ‘Never fear,’ she croaked dryly, ‘Aah’ll come through. Aah’ll best yon devil, yet. Faither may not want this bastard, but ’e’ll ’ave it ti put up with.’ Her lashes then drooped over her amber eyes and she seemed to sink once more into a stupor, as Elizabeth turned away from the bed.

She pressed her mother-in-law’s hand. ‘I’ll go if you’re sure,’ she said. ‘Try not to worry – I think perhaps she’s right and she will pull through.’

When Elizabeth had gone, Annie looked at her daughter and shook her head sadly. The labour had already lasted several hours and she feared for the baby, as well as the mother. Wiping the burning face gently once more, she made her way downstairs. Martha and Lydia were busy packing the trap and Annie was too worried to ask if her youngest daughter could manage all the way to Kirkby alone. Martha had never actually driven the trap before, but knew the pony well and had ridden as a passenger all her life.

Annie took a pan of finely chopped beef out of the side oven and poured some of the beef tea into a mug. Before going back upstairs, she spoke to Lydia. ‘Run down ti t’Blackgate Field and ask t’maister if ’e can spare me a minute. Aah know ’e’s sowing oats there wi’ Bert, but say as ’ow it’s important.’

While Annie waited for the beef tea to cool sufficiently for Tamar to drink it, she sat in her chair before the fire and leaning her head wearily upon the high back, rocked gently to and fro. Although she had delivered several babies including little Molly, her daughter Ann Waind’s child, all had been fairly short and trouble-free labours. She had never had to deal with one so long, exhausting and complicated. Tamar was worn out and now had no strength left to push her child out into the world.

At the sound of the door, Annie opened her eyes and looked up at her husband. Now in his early fifties, Jonadab Oaks was as upright as ever. A broken thigh from an accident a few months previously had left him with a slight limp, but with the passing of time this was scarcely noticeable. His black hair was now touched with a wing of silver at each side, yet his vivid blue eyes, unfaded with the years, burned fiercely from a face tanned by daily exposure to the weather.

Annie rose stiffly to her feet. ‘Jonadab, we must ’ave a doctor for oor Tamar,’ she protested.

‘What?’ he thundered. ‘Is this why you’ve brought me from mi work? We ’ad this out during t’night and Aah made it clear then: Aah’ll not ’ave a doctor down in this vale ti spread t’word of oor shame.’

Annie looked at him in disbelief. ‘Art thoo willing ti se thi bairn, not ti say ’er bairn, die?’ she demanded.

Jonadab drew a deep breath. ‘The Lord’s Will Be Done,’ he announced heavily. ‘She’s a sinner and the child is t’result of sin. Whatever the Lord decides must be right.’

Annie picked up the beef tea and crossed the kitchen. ‘If they die because you’re too stubborn ti ’ave t’doctor, Aah’ll never ever forgive you, Jonadab Oaks, as long as Aah live,’ she said with quiet intensity, as she passed through into the parlour and off up the stairs.

Jonadab had never seen his wife in such a defiant mood. Normally Annie was placid and obedient to his every wish. He stared at the door after it had closed behind her, feeling bewildered and uneasy. How could she threaten him in such a way, he wondered. He knew that his attitude to sin was correct. He lived by his Bible and had brought up his family in the ways of the Lord. Before going back to his work, he closed his eyes and his lips moved silently. ‘If it be Thy will, oh Lord, save t’lass and ’er bairn,’ he mouthed silently. Then, watched by Lydia, who stood unobserved in the deep shadow by the dairy door, he swung on his heel and went out.

Lydia scurried upstairs to see if she could be of any help to her beloved mistress. Since her arrival from the workhouse to work for the Oaks, she had adored the motherly Annie, who had given her the only real home she had ever known. Now, knowing how drained Annie must feel after her night’s vigil, she tiptoed into the bedroom carrying a mug of strong tea.

Annie glanced up with a tired smile. ‘Thank you, love,’ she half-whispered. ‘Can you give me an ’and to lift ’er up.’ Lydia knelt on the bed and raised Tamar’s head. ‘Come on, pet,’ urged her mother, as Tamar’s eyes opened wearily. ‘Drink this. It’ll give you strength.’

Supported by her mother and Lydia, Tamar allowed the warm sustaining liquid to trickle down her throat. ‘Thank you, Mam, that’s grand,’ she tried to smile. ‘Will it take much longer?’

Annie placed her hand on Tamar’s body. ‘T’bairn’s moving, so it’s still all right,’ she assured her daughter. ‘Rest a while and when it starts to come again, you’ll be strong enough to bear down.’ She fluffed up the pillows so that Tamar could lean back, and sat drinking her tea while holding her daughter’s hand with her free one.

Just after Lydia went down to start the preparations for midday dinner, Annie felt Tamar’s hand tighten on her own. The girl’s eyes widened with fear. ‘Oh, Mam! It’s starting again,’ she gasped.

‘Hang on to t’bedrail and be ready to push when Aah says.’ Annie spoke calmly although her heart was racing. ‘Now you’ve had a rest, you’ll be stronger, lass.’ Annie was proved right – Tamar had gathered up her last reserves of strength and was determined that both she and her child would survive. She had no idea of her father’s whereabouts on the farm, but had made up her mind that Jonadab would not hear a single groan or cry of pain from her lips. Consequently, she gritted her teeth and followed her mother’s instructions. Just when she felt she could bear no more – it was all over. As she sank back on the pillows, exhausted, Annie held up the baby. ‘It’s a lass!’ she sobbed. ‘A lovely little lass. And she looks just like you.’

As Tamar slipped into the luxury of sleep, Annie poured warm water from the bedroom pitcher into the earthenware bowl and bathed her latest grandchild. She dressed the baby in one of the gowns sent over by her daughter Beth, who was married to a neighbouring farmer’s son and had given birth to her first child a few months before. She quietly tidied the bed, where Tamar now lay in the deep sleep of utter exhaustion and closing the door softly behind her, carried the newborn child downstairs. As she sank into the rocking-chair by the kitchen fire, nursing the little bundle, Lydia came and stood beside her.

‘Eeh, but it’s lovely. What is it, missus?’ she breathed, gazing at the doll-like features.

‘A little lass, Lydia,’ smiled Annie.

By the time the men came in for their dinner at noon, Annie had taken up more beef tea and Tamar had fed the baby, who was then placed in the cradle beside her bed. Mother and child had drifted again into sleep. Jonadab strode through the door but before washing his hands at the sink, looked questioningly across at his wife. ‘Well?’ he growled.

‘It’s all over – a little lass.’ Annie answered his unspoken question, then swung round to face him. ‘Both are well, but wi’ no thanks to thoo!’ she spat out as tears of weakness and fatigue welled up. Jonadab was lost for words and George and young Jonna were dumbfounded at their mother’s outburst. They sat uncomfortably at the table while Lydia served them their dinner and Annie just rocked in the chair by the fire, sobbing. Once begun, her sobs were uncontrollable, stemming as they did from hours of anxiety and tiredness.

‘Nay, Mam, it’s over and all’s well.’ George spoke compassionately.

Annie, however, would not be consoled. ‘Nay, nay. Your faither wouldn’t have t’doctor. We could’ve lost ’em both,’ she wept.

Lydia had hung back, unwilling to push herself forward into what she realised was a private family matter. Now, however, she came shyly towards her mistress and touched Annie’s shoulder. ‘Nay, missus. T’maister offered up a prayer for ’em,’ she faltered, glancing back at Jonadab, uncertain of his reaction. He was taken aback, unaware that the girl had been present during what he now regarded as a moment of weakness. His forehead was furrowed by a frown as the heavy black brows met above the piercing blue eyes.

Before he could speak, however, Annie looked across at him, her expression radiant through the tears. ‘Oh, thank you, Jonadab. Thank you. Your prayers were answered,’ she cried.

Jonadab shifted uncomfortably. ‘The Lord has preserved them both,’ he acknowledged, ‘but that doesn’t absolve her from sin.’

Annie found great solace in the fact that her husband had prayed for Tamar and her child. She knew how Jonadab struggled to instil his own standards into his flock and how deeply wounded he felt when they let him down. Tamar was not the first of his children to fall by the wayside. His eldest son Joseph had married Mary Butler when she was pregnant: this had been a bitter blow to Jonadab, but at least the couple, deeply in love, had been able to marry before the child was born. Tamar’s shame, however, had been brought about by her secret liaison with Sir William Forster, a member of the aristocracy. There had been no possibility of marriage to save her from disgrace.

During the long winter months of Tamar’s pregnancy, the harsh weather of the Yorkshire moors had kept the family confined to the isolated valley of Sleightholmedale; no one, apart from the immediate family, knew the secret of her condition. Jonadab had determined that neither Tamar nor her child should leave the valley. He was unsure how to accomplish this, but was convinced that he would succeed. ‘She’ll not leave this dale,’ he frequently told himself, ignoring the fact of Tamar’s rebellious and fiery temperament.

Now, sitting at the head of the table, he closed his heart to the fact of the child’s existence. Since he had discovered that Tamar was pregnant, he had not addressed a single word to her: he refused to acknowledge her presence in the house. The child of Tamar’s sin was also non-existent in his eyes. Sighing deeply, he pushed away his plate, the meal only half-eaten. His chair scraped on the flagged stone floor as he rose to his feet.

‘Nay, maister,’ protested Lydia. ‘Thoo can’t ’ave ’ad enough, surely. What about some pudding?’

Placing both hands on the table, Jonadab gazed sadly from one to another. ‘Enough?’ He smiled grimly. ‘Aah’ve ’ad more than enough, lass. Them ’as sups sorrow ’as no need o’ meat.’ So saying, he strode gloomily to the door, put on the heavy coat which hung on a nail and strode out into the bleak March day.

Once the constraint of his dour presence was removed, those left in the kitchen began to talk almost animatedly. George had spent most of the morning at the blacksmith’s forge in Fadmoor and had returned with snippets of news for his mother. Both he and his seventeen year old brother Jonadab junior, wanted a full description of the baby and reassurance that Tamar had come safely through her ordeal.

As the two brothers downed their mugs of steaming tea, George was concerned to notice the lines of strain on his mother’s face and the weary slump of her shoulders. ‘Come on, oor lad.’ He nodded his head towards their mother as he spoke. Jonna took his point and rose from his seat at the table. As they approached the door, George looked back at Lydia. ‘See that she puts ’er feet up and ’as a minute, this afternoon,’ he said.

‘Aye, Aah will an’ all,’ she assured him.

By early afternoon, Elizabeth and Martha were ready to come home from Kirkbymoorside. Although they had not quite sold up, both were chilled to the bone. Their heavy winter cloaks had long since proved no match for the bitter north wind which swirled down the main street of the little town. The chairs of the farmers’ wives were placed on the cobblestones which skirted the road on each side. They had no stalls to shelter them, for these were strung out together lower down the street.

Elizabeth had explained Annie’s absence to the other women by saying that she had a severe cold, but she knew that many of them were curious as to why little Molly Waind had come along, especially on such a raw day. At first, the little girl had been excited by the visit to town, chattering animatedly about all she saw but gradually, boredom overtook her and the piercing wind caused her to shiver. Eventually, all pleasure in the day deserted her and she began to whimper, her teeth chattering with cold. ‘Let’s go ’ome, Auntie Lizzie,’ she implored.

Neither Elizabeth nor Martha’s hearts were in the task and they needed no urging from the child. ‘Come along, Molly.’ Elizabeth spoke briskly. ‘Auntie Elizabeth will give you one of her pork pies and when you’ve eaten it, you can help to pack up what’s left. I’ll go and harness the ponies and then we’ll go back home.’ Molly brightened immediately and scuttled about, shaking cloths and helping Martha to fold them into baskets.

Elizabeth went to the Black Swan yard and paid for the stabling of the ponies. When she had the traps ready, she quickly crossed the street again to where Martha and Molly were waiting. ‘We’ll take the chairs back, and then get started,’ she said.

Although Tamar had been heavy on their minds the whole day, the presence of little Molly and the other farm-wives had prevented the two women from giving voice to their fears. Now, driving separately, they were still unable to share their worries. Elizabeth felt a cold sickness in the pit of her stomach as she pictured Tamar as she had left her that morning, practically at the end of her endurance. She regretted bitterly now that she had not called on Dr Dawson in defiance of her father-in-law’s wishes. Although she knew that Jonadab was fond of her in his own way, she felt that he was far too rigid in his discipline over his family.

Yes, Tamar had done wrong, but Elizabeth knew in her heart that had she been younger and not so strong in self-control, she too would have given in to the demands of George’s love before their marriage.

When they reached Aumery Park Farm, she tied up her pony and lifted little Molly down from Martha’s trap. As she ran to the door, she called to Martha to follow her in. ‘Leave Topper and I’ll get one of the men to see to her,’ she called. ‘I must get Molly into the warmth. The poor bairn’s frozen. I can’t stay long – it’s drawing in dusk,’ she said to her mother-in-law, as she entered the kitchen. ‘How is she?’

Annie had shed her despair and dejection. Now she was her normal rosy self, bustling about her kitchen. ‘It’s a lovely little lass,’ she announced. ‘They’re both all right, the Lord be praised.’

‘No thanks to him,’ hissed Elizabeth, as Jonadab passed the kitchen window.

‘Now, lass. That’ll do.’ Annie put one hand on Elizabeth’s arm and a finger across her own lips, as the door opened to admit her husband. His accusing look bored into Martha.

‘Thoo ’asn’t seen ti t’pony.’ He spoke sharply and Martha flushed and made for the door.

Elizabeth, however, faced her father-in-law calmly. ‘I’m afraid that I’m to blame,’ she smiled placatingly. ‘We were all so cold and I realised that it was time for afternoon drinkings, so I knew one of the lads would be free to see to Topper.’ As her husband followed his father into the kitchen, she turned to him. ‘Slip your boots off, George, and we’ll go up and see Tamar and the baby before I go home.’ She could see that her mention of Tamar and the child had annoyed Jonadab. He did not speak but his lips set in a thin line, and a pulse in his temple throbbed.

When George and Elizabeth entered the bedroom, she marvelled at the change in Tamar. That morning, she had left her sister-in-law at the very brink of death. Now, although obviously still frail and lying back on the pillows, Tamar was filled with a new luminosity which enhanced her vivid beauty. She indicated the cradle, proudly. ‘Pick ’er up if you want,’ she said to Elizabeth.

As Elizabeth held the baby in her arms, she looked down at a miniature edition of Tamar. The infant had quite a mass of dark curls and Tamar’s topaz eyes looked up from between long black lashes. ‘Have you thought of a name yet?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ Tamar smiled. ‘Victoria – because she’s my little queen.’ She considered for a moment and then confessed, ‘Many’s t’time that Aah’ve wished she’d never ’appened and the Lord forgive me, if Aah’d known ’ow ti, Aah’d ’ave gotten rid. Now she’s ’ere, though, she’s my life.’

George cleared his throat, feeling rather embarrassed at his sister’s intensity. ‘You’ll have a hard row to plough, lass,’ he reminded her. ‘I know I speak for Elizabeth as well so if there’s owt we can do to help you, you’ve only to say.’

Tamar smiled. There was a new maturity about her. ‘Thank you. I’ll remember that,’ she promised.

On the landing, Elizabeth drew George to her. ‘George, dear,’ she whispered. ‘I’m expecting, too.’

George was overcome with joy. Picking up his wife, he swung her round, his lips closing on hers in a passionate kiss. ‘Oh, my little love,’ he beamed. ‘That’s the best news I’ve heard since you promised we’d be wed.’

‘Yes,’ she smiled. ‘It will complete our happiness. I only wish that poor Tamar’s bairn could have been welcomed with the same joy.’

As she drove down the little valley in the gathering gloom towards the solid, stone-built farmhouse which was their home, Elizabeth reflected on how lucky she was. She compared her own lot with poor Tamar’s, who faced an arid and sterile future under the domination of her stern and rigid father.


CHAPTER TWO

As soon as Annie Oaks was told of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, she adopted a protective and maternal attitude towards her daughter-in-law. ‘Now, start on raspberry vinegar straight away,’ she advised. ‘Taken daily while you’re carrying it makes for an easy labour.’ She glanced across at Tamar, who was sitting at the table, knitting a dress for Victoria. ‘Our Tamar nivver took it, an’ that’s why she ’ad such a bad time,’ she added with conviction. She knew that, in Jonadab’s eyes, Tamar’s difficult labour was a punishment from God for her transgression, but she, herself, refused to believe such a thing. All her other girls had taken their mother’s raspberry vinegar during pregnancy and all had had straightforward labours.

Elizabeth dutifully took daily doses of the concoction, but she also called in to consult the doctor on one of her weekly visits to Kirkbymoorside. He assured her that she had nothing to fear from a first pregnancy at the age of over thirty, so she settled down happily to look forward to the coming of their baby.

George underwent the usual chaffing from his father’s farm-workers. ‘Thoo’s proven thissen a man then,’ was his father’s only comment, but George knew he was pleased and relieved that another Oaks was on the way. Jonadab’s eldest son, Joseph, had emigrated to Canada a few years before, taking with him young Georgie, his son. Although Jonadab had washed his hands of Joseph when he had first got Mary Butler ‘in t’family way’, as he put it, he had come part-way to accepting the child, once they were married. Consequently he was devastated when the pair had emigrated, taking away to foreign parts the only grandson to bear the name Oaks.

Soon, however, God willing, Elizabeth would bear a son and there would, once again, be an Oaks man-child to take over the farm eventually. Although Jonadab was only a tenant-farmer, the land had been worked by his forbears for as long as anyone knew. This land was his life and he wished to ensure that the Oaks family farmed it for the foreseeable future, long after his own lifetime. Even though his attitude to Tamar had not softened, Elizabeth’s pregnancy had given him hope and the feeling that his God had not forsaken him.

Elizabeth looked far younger than her years. Her olive skin was unlined and her eyes were dark and expressive. When she laughed, as was frequent, her lips parted to show small, but even, white teeth. She had what George referred to as ‘sparkle’ and the burgeoning of her pregnancy had increased her innate vivacity.

So it was, that as she drove towards the Oaks’ farm one Wednesday morning, she hummed to herself as she went down the valley. The April sky was a clear, azure blue with puffs of white cloud scudding across it in the light breeze. Elizabeth felt a glow of contentment as she reflected that life had been good to her and George. Upon rounding the final bend, which brought Aumery Park Farm into view, she screwed up her eyes against the sun to bring into focus the horseman who was approaching it from the other direction. Surely it was her father – but John Butler gave no wave of recognition as he dismounted and strode to the door.

By now, Elizabeth was almost up to him. She was uneasy about the purpose of his visit, especially so early in the day. Mr Butler was always florid, but now his face was verging on magenta, with veins of purple mottling the cheeks. She drew level with him as he raised his fist and banged vigorously on the door. ‘Whatever’s wrong, Father?’ she cried, as she seized hold of his upraised arm.

John Butler had been so intent upon his mission that he had not noticed his daughter until that moment. He whirled round to see who had interrupted him. ‘Wrong? Wrong?’ he shouted. His eyes, which were usually so good-humoured and merry, protruded in anger from the blood-red face. Before he could utter another word, however, the door was flung open by Jonadab Oaks, affronted at the assault on his door and curious to know the cause.

Upon seeing Elizabeth accompanied by her father, he stood aside. ‘Come in, John. Come in,’ he invited, looking from one to the other. ‘What can Aah do for thi?’

‘Do? Oh, there’s nothing you can do.’ John Butler was struggling to control his voice, but it was apparent to those in the kitchen that he was both distressed and angry.

Annie spoke first. ‘Lydia, pour Mr Butler a cup of tea and then tek oor Molly and collect t’eggs,’ she said. Although it was time for her and Elizabeth to set out for market, she was curious to know why John Butler had come. He took out a kerchief and wiped his damp brow and mopped his neck, before taking a great swig of tea.

Jonadab sat opposite, assessing the other man’s mood. Something had certainly upset Butler, but his host waited patiently for him to recover his composure. Having swallowed the first mouthful, Butler expelled his breath in a great gust. ‘That’s better,’ he sighed, as he drank more of the hot, strong brew.

‘Whatever is the matter, Father?’ asked Elizabeth, solicitously.

Butler looked searchingly from one to the other. ‘None of you knows, then? You’re not deceiving me?’

Jonadab Oaks’ startling blue eyes turned glacial as he stared across the table. ‘Deceiving thee?’ He was incredulous that one who knew him so well could even consider that he could be guilty of deceit. ‘What dost thoo mean?’

John Butler took a deep breath but his voice trembled as he spoke. ‘It’s our Jack. He’s gone.’

Elizabeth’s gasp was audible throughout the kitchen. ‘What do you mean, gone?’ she demanded.

Her father’s voice began once more to rise. ‘Gone to t’Canadas! Gone on a ship! Sneaked off in t’night!’ With each explosive exclamation, the volume increased until he was shouting.

‘Nay, nay, Mr Butler. Calm thissen down.’ Annie Oaks tried to soothe him, as Elizabeth rose and went to stand by her father, putting an arm round him.

‘Now, Father, you’ll make yourself ill. Please try to explain calmly what has happened,’ she urged.

He sprang to his feet and began to pace up and down. ‘It’s all your Joseph’s fault!’ He pointed accusingly at Jonadab, who was taken aback at this verbal attack from the other man. His eldest son Joseph had emigrated almost five years before, much to the family’s sorrow; how he could be blamed was a mystery to his father.

As John Butler continued his pacing to and fro across the kitchen his voice grew more accusing. ‘Your Joseph’s been writing to our Jack every few months, filling his head with daft ideas about life out there!’ he spluttered. ‘My lad hadn’t the guts to come out with it and tell us. He’s been planning it for months, it seems. Any road, off he went in t’night.’

This was like a bombshell to the Oaks. ‘Nay, John. Thoo can’t blame oor Joe,’ remonstrated Jonadab. ‘We’ve ’ad regular letters but neither o’ my other lads ’as took it into their ’eads ti go.’

Elizabeth could see an irreparable rift developing between the two families, if nobody intervened to heal it now. She spoke soothingly. ‘Now, Father, this has been a shock to us all, but you can’t blame Joseph – you must see that. Mary has written, too, with glowing accounts of life in Canada and, after all, Jack’s a grown man. He’s old enough to make his own decisions.’

‘Old enough?’ Her father’s lip curled and he almost snarled the words. ‘He’s old enough to wed and father a son, but he refused to settle down! He’s old enough to come out in t’open like a man and discuss his plans, but he didn’t. No!’ He wiped away the sudden tears which sprang to his eyes. ‘No!’ he repeated. ‘He hadn’t the pluck to tell us openly. Off he sneaks like a thief in the night, leaving a letter to say his horse’ll be stabled at Whitby, if I’ll send somebody for it.’ He turned and gazed sadly at Elizabeth, who stood beside him with a grave face. ‘That’s the sort of man I’ve raised.’ He spoke so sorrowfully that Elizabeth felt the tears prick behind her eyes. She squeezed his shoulder.

‘Try to keep calm, Father. What’s done is done and we must cope as best we can.’ She turned to her mother-in-law. ‘We’d best be off, Ma, or we’ll have no customers. George and I will come up tonight and have a word with you and Mother,’ she added to her father, as she and Annie Oaks made for the door.

When the two women had left them, Jonadab cleared his throat. ‘If t’ship’s sailed already there’s nowt ti be done, John,’ he ventured, ‘so thoo mon mek t’best on it.’

Butler sighed heavily. ‘As far as I can see, there is no best,’ he protested. ‘I’ve not been feeling too well lately, and how we’re going to get through all t’work without our Jack, I just don’t know.’

His resentment of Jonadab Oaks had always lurked just beneath a veneer of easy camaraderie. He felt bitter that the other man’s farm seemed to prosper when all around him were struggling. The two families were inextricably bound together, so there was no way that he could avoid meeting this man, whom he regarded with an implacable hatred. He had only ridden down to Sleightholmedale this morning because he was certain that if his son had confided his plans to anybody, it would be to the Oaks. He now regretted that he had come down to the valley and disclosed what had happened.

He looked across the kitchen at Jonadab, who was sitting ramrod-straight in his chair, his face filled with compassion. ‘If there’s owt we can do, John, thoo’s only ti say,’ Jonadab offered, although he could not really spare any of his workforce to lend a hand during haytime and harvest. With his only son lost to him and to his farm, he realised that Elizabeth’s father faced a worrying time.

As John Butler rose to take his leave, the parlour door opened and revealed Tamar, carrying her baby. She stepped into the kitchen before realising that her father and John Butler were still there. Normally she tried to keep herself and Victoria out of Jonadab’s way. Now she hesitated, wondering whether to retreat, but as both men were looking at her, she decided to stay where she was.

Comprehension dawned on John Butler’s face. ‘So this is why nobody’s seen yon lass for going on a year!’ he exclaimed. His gaze swept from Tamar to her father. ‘My God! What a hypocrite you are!’ he threw at Jonadab. ‘Always at chapel – looking down at other folk, putting yourself up to be on a level with God Almighty.’

Jonadab interrupted him. ‘Nay, John. That’s not so, and thoo knows it.’

John Butler would not be silenced, however. Tamar stood, her face scarlet and her amber eyes downcast. She dared not look up, knowing how keenly her father would feel the shame of John Butler’s discovery. ‘What a brood you’ve raised, Jonadab Oaks.’ He almost spat the words, allowing his true feelings full rein at last. ‘Your Joseph seduced our poor Mary and then took her and her bairn across the other side of t’world.’

Jonadab had no chance to remonstrate that his son was also lost to his family and that Georgie was their grandchild, as well as Butler’s. Now that the flood-gates were opened, there was no stemming John Butler’s torrent of resentment and condemnation.

‘Your George is a jailbird. I can’t understand our Elizabeth marrying him. She’s had many a chance to wed – gentlemen, and all – but she was trapped by that lad o’ yours, because he thinks she’s likely got a bit o’ brass coming from t’missus’s brother in Leeds. I could wish the bairn she’s expecting had any blood but Oaks’.’

As Butler paused to draw breath, Jonadab opened his mouth to refute his allegations but then looked more closely at the other man and bit back the words. Butler’s eyes were protruding from a face suffused with blood. The veins in his neck stood out like ropes and the throbbing of the pulse in his temple was clearly visible. Jonadab took a step forward, concerned at the man’s appearance but before he could reach him, John Butler swung towards Tamar.

‘And now we’ve another of your precious family who’s brought discredit to your name,’ he sneered, curling his lip as he looked at her. Tamar’s flush deepened but she kept her eyes cast down, as his voice once more began to rise. ‘By God! My lad may be weak, but he’s done nowt for me to be ashamed of,’ he roared. ‘My lad …’ his voice was choked in mid-sentence and a terrible look of comprehension dawned in his eyes as his hands tore at his neckerchief, trying to find breath to fill his lungs. It was a vain effort, however. As Jonadab reached him, he sagged forward to be caught in his arms and lowered gently to the floor.

Kneeling beside him, Jonadab placed an ear to his chest, but could hear no heartbeat. Addressing Tamar for the first time in months he threw over his shoulder, ‘Bring t’looking glass!’

Swiftly she placed the baby in the cradle, which stood by the fireside and lifted down the mirror from above the sink. Rubbing it with her sleeve, she ran and handed it to her father. ‘Is he dead?’ she breathed.

‘Aah’m afraid so,’ answered Jonadab, placing the mirror above the blue lips. There was no tell-tale misting of the glass and he sighed as he rose to his feet. ‘’E’s gone,’ he pronounced. ‘’E’s a big chap – canst thoo ’elp me ti carry ’im into t’parlour, before Lydia gets back wi’ little Molly?’

‘Aye, Faither. Aah’ll tek t’legs, if thoo’ll carry ’is shoulders.’ She was only too relieved that her father was speaking to her, even though it had taken this tragedy to bring it about. When they had lain the body on the parlour sofa, Tamar brought a sheet and draped it over him. She was shaking from the shock and felt quite faint. Back in the kitchen she went towards a chair, but her father had more for her to do.

‘Go and bring oor George and young Jonadab,’ he instructed. ‘Tell ’em ti saddle their ’orses.’ As she made for the door, he spoke her name. ‘Tamar!’

‘Aye, Faither?’ she answered.

‘The things ’e said,’ he paused uncomfortably. ‘There’s no need for anyone else ti know. ’E was upset over their Jack and got carried away. T’chap was poorly and not responsible for ’is words. Any road, he knew why oor George ’ad spent a night in jail. When he struck Sir William Forster, it was for their Elizabeth, as well as oor Beth.’

Left alone with the sleeping child, Jonadab stood over the cradle and looked down at the baby. She was a miniature edition of her mother, having inherited all Tamar’s beauty. Searching her features, he could find no trace of Sir William Forster and for this he was relieved.

Tamar and his sons returned to the house just as Lydia came back with little Molly and the basket of eggs. She had kept the child out of the house as long as possible but had not seen John Butler ride away out of the valley. As Molly was growing fretful, Lydia had decided to bring her back to the farm.

When they entered, Jonadab was seated in his Windsor chair by the hearth. His elbows rested on his knees and his head drooped in his hands. He looked up and sighed deeply when they came into the kitchen. ‘No doubt oor Tamar’s told thoo what’s amiss,’ he began.

George was stunned. ‘She says Mr Butler’s dropped dead. I can’t believe it,’ he blurted out.

‘Aah’m afraid there’s no doubt,’ his father answered. ‘Their Jack’s sneaked off in t’night and sailed ti Canada, ti join Joe and Mary. It was such a shock ti poor John that ’is heart must ’ave give out.’

George digested this information, finding it difficult to grasp. Jack Butler had given no indication of his intentions when he had last seen him at Easter. ‘How am I going to break the news to Elizabeth?’ he wondered aloud.

‘You’re not,’ his father answered. ‘Aah wants thoo ti go ti Fadmoor and tell Mrs Butler. You’ll do it better than Jonna, being as ’ow you’re older.’

George’s heart sank. It would be hard enough to break the dreadful news to his wife, but to have the task of telling Ann Butler was utterly daunting. Although she was his mother-in-law, he sensed her dislike of him. She had always made it clear that she thought that Elizabeth had married beneath her! His sensitive soul shrank from the task, but he accepted his father’s decision without question.

Jonna was dispatched to Kirkbymoorside to fetch the doctor and call at the Police House to ask Sergeant Bannister whether or not the Coroner would need to be notified. Only when these errands were done was he to go to the market and tell his mother and Elizabeth what had happened.

The two brothers rode together up the steep hill out of the valley, discussing the tragedy. ‘At least oor Joe telled us ’e were going, but ti do it like that, giving t’Butlers no chance ti say goodbye was bound ti be a shocker.’ Jonna ruminated on the situation.

‘Aye,’ George reflected. ‘Thoo’d think he’d have talked it over with his family.’

‘It’s not as if ’is faither was strict, like oors,’ Jonna continued. ‘It took guts for oor Joe ti stand up against ’im.’ By this time the brothers had reached the parting of their ways. Jonna turned towards Kirkbymoorside, saying, ‘Aah’ll see thi later, then.’

‘Aye,’ said George heavily, as he made for the village of Fadmoor, his heart sinking at the thought of his errand. He wondered what his mother-in-law would do, losing the farm’s two key workers at one blow. Jack Butler had acted as his father’s foreman and, as far as George could remember, the rest of the men were incapable of taking charge. Although Jonadab Oaks had two capable sons of twenty-three and eighteen, he also employed a farm foreman, or hind, as they were known locally. Apart from the two Butlers, the farm George now approached had no continuity of labour, relying on annual recruitment at the Martinmas hirings. George had always considered this to be a mistake, as the men did not build up a loyalty to their employer, nor an interest in the farm.

With a slow step George approached the back door. He had never felt sufficiently at ease with Elizabeth’s family to walk in unannounced and now he brought his knuckles down on the door panel with a couple of resounding knocks. It swung open to reveal his youngest sister-in-law, Sarah Butler. George was struck yet again with her striking resemblance to Elizabeth. Although only thirteen, Sarah grew more like his wife every time he saw her.

As she stood aside for him to enter the kitchen, Sarah’s face lit up with the familiar sparkle which had always entranced him in her sister. Seeing his grave face, the radiance faded and she frowned. ‘Is summat up, George?’ She looked up at him uncertainly.

‘Where’s your Mam?’ he asked, with such a wealth of compassion in his voice that she blanched.

‘Mam, Mam!’ she called up the stairs. ‘George ’as come. What is it? – what’s up?’ The girl turned to him again, her face mirroring her apprehension. Before he had time to reply, his mother-in-law came into the kitchen.

George looked at her in silence. Even though the problem had occupied his thoughts all the way to the village, he still had not found the words to break the news to the newly-widowed woman. Sensing his distress and realising that his presence there on a workday morning must presage bad news, she halted by the stairs door. Her hand strayed to the base of her throat, and she whispered, ‘What is it, George? Is it our Elizabeth?’ George shook his head mutely. ‘John, then? Nowt’s happened to John?’

George cleared his throat. ‘Aye, Ma. Your Jack going like that was such a shock to him, that …’ His voice trailed off.

Sarah interrupted, ‘What do you mean? Where’s our Jack gone?’

Her mother silenced her with an upraised hand. ‘Hold your tongue and let George finish.’ She fixed her eyes on George’s face, which was grave and filled with pity.

George took a deep breath and proceeded, ‘I’m afraid he’s gone.’

‘Gone?’ Her voice was hoarse; her tone incredulous. ‘You can’t mean that he’s dead. There’s some mistake.’ She spoke pleadingly, but George shook his head in silence. Both Sarah and her mother began to cry. Sarah rushed into Ann’s arms and the two clung together. As the child sobbed hysterically, her mother rocked and patted her, tears coursing down her cheeks in silent grief.

George pressed his mother-in-law’s arm. ‘I’ll go and harness t’pony and trap,’ he murmured. ‘You’ll want to come down with me.’

As the sad little procession wound its way down the hill into Sleightholmedale, young Jonna was making his way towards the market place, where his mother and Elizabeth were sitting. He had called on Dr Dawson and reported the death to the Police Sergeant. Now, he realised with reluctance, he must break the news of her father’s death to Elizabeth.

As he approached the section of the market occupied by the farm-wives, Annie Oaks caught sight of him. ‘Why, whativer’s oor Jonna doing ’ere?’ she said to her daughter-in-law, noting his serious expression. ‘What’s up, lad?’ she queried. ‘There’s nowt wrong, is there?’

He nodded miserably, unable to speak. Elizabeth knew intuitively that the bad news concerned her father. ‘It’s my father, isn’t it? He’s been taken ill.’ Jonna nodded mutely. ‘Is he very bad?’ she pressed. Before he could answer, she knew by his stricken face what the reply would be.

‘Aah’m afraid ’e’s dead,’ he gulped, staring at the ground, unable to meet Elizabeth’s eyes.

The news was confirmation of the feeling of impending doom which had haunted her all morning like a leaden weight, since she had seen her father riding towards Aumery Park Farm. She could not speak, but began to pack her baskets automatically while Jonna went across to the inn yard to bring the two traps.

Annie Oaks was concerned by Elizabeth’s pallor and the fact that she did not utter a word. She put an arm round her daughter-in-law’s shoulders. ‘All right, lass?’ she asked compassionately. Elizabeth nodded speechlessly as they set off for home.

This was the blackest day of Elizabeth’s life. She had lost her only brother and would probably never see him again, and now the shock of Jack’s departure had resulted in her father’s death. She was convinced, moreover, that there was yet another blow to come. ‘Never two, but three,’ she thought to herself as she urged the pony on to full speed. She felt that she needed the comfort of her husband’s strength on this darkest of days.
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