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Amalia Fraser felt herself sway slightly as they lowered the coffin that contained her husband’s body into the ground but the touch of Biddy’s hand on her arm steadied her.

‘Bear up, my lass,’ Biddy whispered, the words heard by no one but Amalia and she bore up as Biddy knew she would. Biddy was her rock, her anchor, her life-raft in this nightmare and she clung to her, for there was no one else. Biddy had been with her for as long as she could remember, giving her strength, giving stability in her unstable world, always there, comforting and yet standing no nonsense in her care, for she was a plain-spoken, level-headed Yorkshire woman with what was known as a heart of gold that she did her best to keep well hidden except to the girl beside her.

The weather was raw. It was November, which was usually dismal in the dales and on the moorlands of the Pennines. Though not exactly raining, the damp clung to the mourners like cobwebs so that they felt the need, as if they were real, to brush them away from their faces. They stood, heads bowed, hands clasped respectfully, the gentlemen in their black top hats and gloves, the ladies in black crepe and mourning veils, so many of them that the church would not hold them all and some were forced to wait outside until the service was over. After all, the eldest male Fraser had for generations been the closest thing to a squire the small town of Moorend and its surrounding parish had ever known.

‘I am the Resurrection and the Life, saith the Lord . . .’ the parson intoned, and from several ladies sniffles could be heard and black-edged handkerchiefs were lifted to tearful eyes. From beneath her own veil, from her own tearless eyes, Amalia looked about her. She, like the others, was in deepest black as she had been since they brought him back to her on a gate from Higgins’s Farm. He had been at the front of the field as he always was, on his coal-black gelding and everyone behind him had seen him come off at the ditch surrounding Higgins’s mangold field. Jack Hodges even claimed to have heard his neck snap, though he had the good sense not to repeat it in the company of the widow. The dead man was twenty-three years old, Amalia was twenty and had just risen from childbed after the birth of their second son, otherwise she would have been racing just as madly beside him in the hunting field. She could feel their sympathy, all those who, three years ago when she and Chris had fallen wildly in love and against all opposition had married in this very church, had shaken their heads at the folly of youth. At seventeen she was of marriageable age but he, at twenty, was far too young. A gentleman was supposed to sow his wild oats before he settled down, make his way in the world and then, when he was perhaps in his thirties, marry some slip of a thing who would bring him a good dowry and a brood of sons to inherit.

‘It’s over, lass.’ She came from her detachment to feel Biddy’s hand drawing her away from the grave, guiding her round the freshly dug soil and on to the grass verge beside the path. The path was lined with faces bearing every expression from sadness, sympathy, curiosity, to the downright avid.

Harry Sinclair was there to assist her into her carriage, his face stern on this sad occasion but his deep brown eyes were soft with sympathy and from behind her veil she managed a small smile for his benefit. He did not return it. Biddy climbed in beside her, knowing that half the men among the mourners would have offered their arm, their strength, their manly support for the fragile little widow if only their wives had not been present. Harry Sinclair was a bachelor, twenty-seven years old, his own master in his flourishing mills since the death of his father and could do as he pleased, which he always did but he was also a careful gentleman who had no desire to change his unmarried status. His brother had been a close friend of the man they had just laid to rest and, at a time like this, with Roly Sinclair abroad on business, selling Sinclair cloth, it would not be out of place to give assistance to the widow of his brother’s friend.

The carriage headed off in the direction of The Priory, the Fraser family home, moving along the curving, narrow road which led to a wide stretch of gorse moor, the other carriages following on, for there were to be refreshments for those who had come from some distance. Biddy hoped Jenny and her sister, Clara, had carried out her instructions in laying the table with the custard tarts, ham sandwiches and pickles she herself had prepared before getting the lass into the carriage. She was still not right, her lass. She had suffered a grievous shock. Especially so soon after giving birth to Master Alec, three weeks old and at this very moment shouting for the nipple, no doubt, and Master Jamie getting in the way of poor Jenny and Clara who would be all at sixes and sevens without her to bully them. What was to become of them all? she had time to wonder as she watched Mr Sinclair swing into the saddle of his bay and tack on to the end of the cavalcade of carriages.

Harry had decided to ride over from Mill House on his bay. Though it would have been more appropriate in the circumstances to use the gig it would have meant keeping to the roads between his home and the church where poor Chris was being laid to rest. Mounted, he could gallop across the fields and the bit of moorland which would save him time. He would, naturally, be expected to return to the Priory for the formalities that followed an interment, but he had a piece of cloth ready to come off one of his new looms which demanded his attention and though Mather was a splendid overseer he wanted to see it himself. It was well known by his shrewd, hardworking competitors in the woollen industry that you only had to let your eyes wander for a fraction of a second for the business to grind to a halt. Take Chris Fraser’s father as an example, and Chris Fraser himself who had both been concerned with pleasure rather than the business of running an estate and had spent the family’s wealth in the space of two generations, the wealth built up by the first Fraser, also called Christopher, 200 years ago. The sooner Harry was back at his weaving and spinning mill at High Clough the better. A glass of decent wine, if such a thing was to be had at The Priory, and he’d make his excuse to leave. No more than an hour. He begrudged the time but it was his duty to attend the funeral of the lad who had been a frequent visitor at Mill House, sometimes bringing his pretty second cousin, Amalia, with him. The boys had attended Moorend Grammar School together, played together, fought together, been wild together as young men are and when Chris had announced his intention to marry Amalia Atkins he remembered how thunderstruck Roly had been. Mind you, they had both been a little in love with Amalia or Lally as they had called her, for she was extraordinarily lovely. It was hard to describe her in the usual way as her looks were exceptional. Dark, glossy hair cut in a tumble of short curls about her head, because even then she had defied the conventions of her class. Her face was like that of a kitten, with a pointed chin the colour of ivory and she had startling translucent green-blue eyes which changed colour with her mood and the weather. They were surrounded by long, thick lashes which meshed together when she laughed which was often, for she was a madcap who revelled in all the mischievous things Chris and Roly got up to. She had fought with them, laughed with them, ridden her small pony in a mad explosion of movement in an attempt to keep up with them. She had climbed trees, splashed in the busy waters of the moorland streams with them, chased Max and Dandy, the two Mill House Labradors, with them, and when they went to school waited for them to come home to join in whatever scheme they had thought up.

They had noticed at the same time, with the suddenness of boys almost grown into young men, that she was not, in fact, one of them at all, but an exceptionally lovely young woman with whom they had, as they did everything together, fallen in love. It was Chris Fraser who captured her wayward heart.

She was mercurial, sunny-natured, wayward and wilful, fun-loving and wildly reckless even after her marriage, which everyone thought would surely calm her down, particularly with two babies in rapid succession. It had not, even the birth of her two sons failing to keep her occupied by the things that young married women were expected to be busy with and why it was so sad to see her as she had been drooping at her husband’s grave today. Harry had stood on the other side of the gaping hole, ready to leap across it if necessary to give her his arm to cling to, wondering why he should think thus. He supposed it was because she had no one but a servant, the woman who had come with her when she married Chris. There were many there who would have been more than willing to do the same if there had been money in it, sons of the millocracy and even the lesser gentry who had known young Chris Fraser as a good sort. But there was nothing left of what had once been a fine estate, for Chris had been feckless and reckless as his father had been before him. Joe Fraser could have lived comfortably on the rents of his farms had he taken more interest in them and the farmers who rented them but Joseph had attempted to live grandly and had kept a mistress in Halifax. He had spent his time with her and at the gaming tables when he should have been overseeing the running of his estate. He ran up huge debts at his tailors – his fancy waistcoats were the talk of Moorend – and at his wine merchants and it was said that the scandal of it killed his poor wife. He followed soon after, leaving little for his only son, his only child, Christopher. And now would you look at the result! A dead landowner, a young, impoverished widow and two babies.

Harry handed the reins of his bay to a lad at the front entrance of the house, wending his way through the tangle of open carriages, gigs and broughams that were standing on the gravel drive. Coachmen muttered oaths, flustered by the confusion, for there seemed to be no one in charge of ordering their places on the drive. There were a couple of equally flustered servants, a groom or perhaps a gardener doing their best to make some sort of order out of the press but then that was typical of the Frasers, their servants as hapless as they themselves had been. It was said that until Lally married Chris and took the woman whose arm she clung to at the interment to her new home there had been nothing but chaos in the Fraser house. Servants, most of them unpaid, lolling about the place, pots unwashed, beds unmade, gardens untended, the dairy smelling of sour milk, but all as happy as the lark, comfortable and time-wasting. That is until this woman who now stood at the entrance to the house had taken control and brought order where there had been confusion. Since she had returned from the church she had tied a pristine white apron over her black dress and on her head where there had been a deep-brimmed black bonnet was now a fluted white cap. She was greeting the mourners and directing them to the drawing room. She was tall, stately, immensely dignified, her face quite expressionless. As she indicated the way he was struck by her proud, easy carriage, her clear skin and excellent teeth, and wondered where she had come from. Servant to Lally Fraser’s own mother until the day she died, he had heard, and the one who had brought her up as if the girl were her own. Lally’s mother had been known as a somewhat odd woman who had mixed with a literary crowd, artists and writers and admirers of Goethe, Schiller, Herder and such, which was not to the taste of the plain-spoken, strait-laced manufacturing folk of the district. They supposed that was from where she got her daughter’s fancy name.

Lally was seated on a sofa by the enormous fireplace in which a fragrant applewood fire blazed and beside her a thin thread of a woman nodded and murmured at the ladies and gentlemen who approached Lally with their condolences. This was the aunt, or rather a distant cousin, who had, on the death of Lally’s mother, taken her to live in a modest villa in Skircoat on the southern perimeter of Halifax. The woman to whom Lally had clung had gone with her. A maiden lady, was the cousin, Harry had heard, who had had no control whatsoever over her unconventional young relative.

Two young maidservants were moving about the room offering sherry – no decent wine then – and on a table were the refreshments. Lally toyed with a glass of sherry, smiling vaguely as each of the mourners came to pay their respects. Sympathy oozing, ladies held her hand for a moment and gentlemen bowed over it, wondering, Harry was certain, what to say to a widow so young and helpless. It was not to be borne, they whispered among themselves, thinking no doubt of the man just buried in the ground and his two baby sons who were upstairs. In whose care? they wondered, for it was well known that the Frasers had been unable to pay the wages of even the most inexperienced nursery maid. The house was probably mortgaged to the hilt and there would be debts, gambling debts run up by Chris who, at twenty-three, had believed he had all the time in the world to pay them off.

The house had indeed once been a priory, an Augustine priory, parts of it dating back to the thirteenth century and added on to it was an eighteenth-century mansion. It was extremely beautiful, built from the honey-coloured sandstone quarried in Yorkshire and dissected by tall flat windows across its front. A cluster of trees stood before it, old oak trees which looked as though they had been planted when the monks glided about the now derelict cloisters, the stables part of the main building with an arch that led through to the stable yard. There was a small, overgrown formal garden enclosed by ragged box hedges and to the side of that a paddock in which several animals grazed, among them the black gelding that had flung Chris to his death. An ancient donkey, a small pony and a lovely chestnut mare, probably the animal Lally rode, lifted their heads to stare at the visitors at the front of the house. A small lake lay directly in front of the old house on which ducks paddled, darting in and out of the weeds that surrounded it. The grass, a vast stretch of parkland as far as the eye could see, was uncut but an air of peace and serenity prevailed, in marked contrast to the character of its owner who had been buried this day. The front door was massive with worn stone steps leading up to it and across the facççade of the old house a mantle of creeper ran wild like everything else on this dilapidated estate.

She would remember that day for the rest of her life, the day they had brought Master Chris home and Miss Lally had sat down in the rocking-chair in her kitchen, remaining there like a broken doll until she herself had taken charge.

‘Get up, Miss Lally.’

‘I don’t think I can, Biddy.’

‘You must, lass, for your children need you. Come on, my lass, you can’t sit there for ever. They’ve taken . . . Master Chris upstairs and there’s things to be done.’

‘What things, Biddy?’

‘Miss Lally, get up and do as you’re told . . .’ and she had done as she was told, for her lass, though so delicate-looking, was made of strong stuff and here she was after putting her husband in the ground getting ready to greet those who had come to pay their respects.

Lally Fraser shook hand after hand, whose she didn’t really know, since they all looked the same except some were gentlemen and some were ladies, friends of Chris’s family, she supposed. The first hand that made any impression on her was slender, brown, strong-looking as though it were not unaccustomed to manual work, but the nails were clean and well manicured. The hand extended from immaculate white cuffs which protruded from the sleeve of a black jacket. It grasped hers firmly with none of the tentativeness of others and when she looked up she found herself gazing into the eyes of a man she recognised.

‘Mr Sinclair?’ she murmured, allowing her hand to remain in his, aware that beside her Aunt Jane was looking on with disapproval, for after all there were many Moorend folk waiting to offer their condolences, standing behind the tall man who was holding Amalia’s hand for longer than was proper.

‘The same, Lally. Roly is abroad and so I came in his place. Would you care to come and sit in the conservatory with me for a moment or two?’ He smiled round at the company, none of whom, even if the occasion allowed it, dared argue with Harry Sinclair, one of the wealthiest, most influential men in the district. His grandfather had built the house in which Harry still lived. His grandfather had been a merchant in his younger days, travelling to Lincolnshire with a string of packhorses for the sheep shearing, choosing his wool then bringing it back to the Pennines to distribute to the workers, combers, spinners and weavers in their cottages. Later, being an astute man of business, it struck him that it would be more profitable to keep the wool for himself, guiding it through all its processes and employ the cottagers to weave it for wages. The hills around Moorend, bare, brown uplands, had a plentiful supply of swift-flowing moorland streams which were needed to drive the waterwheels and his first mill was built and the men and women who had once woven their ‘piece’ and weekly taken it to the Piece Hall in Halifax, with no wool at their disposal were forced to work for Martin Sinclair or starve.

Harry and Roly, his grandsons, had three mills now, High Clough, West Heath and South Royd. Their looms no longer depended on water for their running power. Power-loom weaving of woollen cloth and the combing of worsted by machinery had presented technical difficulties but these were quickly overcome and when Harry’s father died the woollen trade, which was now concentrated in the West Riding of Yorkshire, grew and prospered. Old towns like Halifax and Leeds were vastly expanded while new towns like Huddersfield were created out of mere hamlets. Robert Sinclair, old Martin’s son, had built the magnificent High Clough Mill which had good lighting, warmth and ventilation and was the biggest in the area. Robert and then Harry Sinclair built West Heath and South Royd in the same manner and during the four years since 1850 the wool textile trade experienced its most rapid expansion.

Though Lally and Chris Fraser had been as light-hearted as children during the three years of their marriage, laughing their way through the days, romping their way through the nights in the depths of their big bed with no thought for their future or that of any children they might have, since they were barely out of childhood themselves, certain parts of the old house had been fairly well kept. The conservatory was one. Constructed in the early part of the century by Chris’s grandmother who had been a lover of plants, it was, like the rest of the house, somewhat neglected but still had white cane chairs, a fretwork glass ceiling, dozens of plants, a glowing terracotta tiled floor strewn with children’s toys for it was a favourite place at all times of the year. The colour in it, the plants seeming to bloom with scarcely any help, provided a lovely setting and it was here that Biddy often sat with eighteen-month-old Jamie.

Harry guided Lally to a seat, as she still seemed in a state of shocked confusion. The mourners, left in the drawing room, exchanged glances, wondering whether it was time to take their leave but neither Harry nor Lally seemed to notice them.

‘What will you do now, Lally?’ Harry asked casually, bemused by her fragile beauty which was enhanced by the stark black of her gown. The background of lush foliage, a hibiscus, he thought, though he was no gardener, its frilly-petalled crimson flowers hanging down like Japanese lanterns, gave out a subtle fragrance, while to her side was a jasmine plant, beautifully perfumed. At the entrance to the conservatory he could see the housekeeper hovering, keeping a watchful eye on her mistress, and though he was tempted to lean forward and take the hand of the young widow he refrained.

‘Do?’ she asked hesitantly.

He knew she was still unable to think properly, and who could blame her, and he was filled with a sudden urge to protect her. An urge he had never felt before. There were no women in his life, no sisters, no mother and the only females he had anything to do with from time to time were the ones who sold their favours to any man with the money to purchase them. There was one such living in Halifax, a pretty little thing who asked nothing of him but the guineas he gave her, the relationship anything but romantic. But this one was different. He had known her for years, watched her grow up with Roly and Chris but something strange was working in him, something new and he was not sure he liked it.

‘Will you stay on here or go back to your . . . er . . . relative in Skircoat? The one who sat beside you on the sofa. I believe you lived with her before you married Chris.’

She looked bewildered but something was coming alive in her eyes and she was frowning as though she were not sure to what he was referring.

‘I’m not certain of your meaning, Mr Sinclair.’

He smiled. He supposed he must seem quite elderly to someone of her age though there were only seven years between them. Which was why she called him Mr Sinclair.

‘This estate needs a firm hand, I would say. The farms on it – how many, and how many acres are involved?’

‘I’m not sure. Chris . . . Chris and I never talked about it.’

No, I bet you didn’t. A couple of youngsters playing at being grown up with no thought in your heads as to where the next penny was to come from. He knew exactly how many acres there were and how many farms and even their names, for he was a man who took an interest in what went on around him: 1,300 acres, a Yorkshire manor house, a Home Farm and five tenant farms each of between 200 and 400 acres, together with areas of surrounding woodland and common. Excellent farming, because the estate lay in a sheltered valley where the soil was in good heart. It only needed a sound agent and some money to turn it into the most productive and profitable estate in this part of Yorkshire.

‘Perhaps I can help you, Lally.’ He leaned forward and this time took her small hand in his. As he did so his heart seemed to flip over, for it was so delicate, so fine, the nails oval and polished and perfect. The wedding ring she wore seemed too heavy for it and he wondered for a startling moment what it would look like with a dainty band of gold and an expensive diamond and pearl ring on it.

‘I’m not sure how you could help me, Mr Sinclair.’ She gently withdrew her hand and seemed ready to stand up.

He was at once ashamed of himself, for the poor child was recently widowed and was still floundering in her new state. He must not take advantage of her weakened condition.

But he could not help saying, ‘Harry, please. Call me Harry. Chris always did.’

‘Mr Sinclair, I . . .’

At that moment the housekeeper entered the conservatory, moving in a stately glide to stand beside Lally. She took her hand and drew her to her feet, her expression one of suspicion and concern for her young mistress.

‘Excuse me, sir, but people are beginning to leave and Mrs Fraser should be there to bid them farewell.’ Her eyes told Harry Sinclair that she’d have no breath of scandal touch Amalia Fraser, especially on this day when they had just buried the master of this house.

‘Of course, forgive me.’ Harry rose and nodded courteously. ‘I just wanted to let Mrs Fraser know that if ever she needs help or advice – business matters and such – she has only to call on me. She will need a decent solicitor and I can recommend one.’

‘That’s very kind of you, sir, and if the occasion should arise we will certainly take up your offer. Won’t we, my lamb?’

‘We will, Biddy, and thank you, Mr Sinclair.’

She was led, as though she were a child about to move into a world of grown-ups, into the drawing room, shaking hands and murmuring and, at last, the others having departed, Harry Sinclair bowed over her hand, ran down the steps and leaped on to Piper’s back, galloping off down the long gravelled drive to the gate cut into the park wall. He knew it would not be long before he was back despite what he had seen in the eyes of the housekeeper!
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Lally left the house through the kitchen when she was sure that Biddy would be elsewhere, since she knew she would be questioned on where she thought she was off to!

It was a week since the funeral and the world still felt unreal. She had sat in the bedroom that she and Chris had shared, curled up in the rocking-chair, her feet tucked under the skirt of the black gown Biddy insisted on putting her in each morning, the two dogs, Chris’s dogs, Fred and Ally, beside her. The two bewildered animals huddled against her wherever she went, for she was the nearest they could get to their missing master and she was glad of their warmth and devotion. She stared with unfocused eyes into the applewood fire – there was no coal and they had no money to buy any until the rents came in – and her wandering mind wondered what she was to do with the rest of her life without Chris. She actually didn’t even knowingly do that, for her mind seemed to be drowning under roaring sea waves that threatened to swamp her and she felt herself to be doomed to spend the rest of her life curled up in her chair with the feel of Chris’s thick blond hair soft under her fingers as he lay motionless on the gate on which they had carried him into the great hallway of The Priory. It was a nightmare picture of the future without him and as she slipped down the back stairs she had known that if she didn’t get away from the house even for a little while she would go out of her mind.

She was wearing her midnight-blue riding habit, the one Chris had liked so much. It had the usual full skirt with a train that could be hooked up at the side but underneath she wore a pair of skin-tight dove-grey kid trousers so that if she felt like it she could ride astride, which she had usually done when out with Chris. Her tall top hat with the dashing bright scarlet ribbon tied round it was left on her bed. Her hair was short, curls cropped close to her skull, and beneath it her pale face was elfin and her brilliant eyes, which Chris had likened to turquoise, were dulled with painful grief. The dogs were at her heels.

The maids, Jenny and Clara, left on their own, were busy following Biddy’s directions to chop vegetables – of which there were plenty growing in the garden – ready to be made into a hearty soup for their evening meal. Biddy had gone upstairs to oversee the feeding and dressing of the babies who were in the care of Dora, Jenny and Clara’s fourteen-year-old sibling – of whom there were plenty in their large family – employed only yesterday. Their mam was glad of the work and the girl was experienced in the care of infants, for their labourer’s cottage overflowed with them since Ned Akroyd was a lusty man. Mrs Stevens, as they called her, would not be down for a while but there was to be no lolling about, she had told them and the two sisters knew she meant it. Their young mistress’s milk had dried up on the day they brought their master home and Mrs Stevens and their Dora were having the devil’s own job to get Master Alec on to the cow’s milk he lustily refused to drink.

The two maids looked up as their young mistress entered the kitchen, their eyes wide, their faces filled with sympathy, for it must be awful to be a widow at the age of twenty. Their busy hands stilled and Jenny, who had been with the Frasers the longest, ventured a word.

‘Tha’ off, Miss Lally?’ They all called her Miss Lally and had always done so, for she had never looked more than fourteen even on her wedding day.

‘Yes.’

‘’Appen Carly’ll go wi’ thi’.’

‘I won’t bother him, Jenny,’ she answered, continuing through the enormous kitchen to the back door.

Jenny looked suitably disapproving. ‘Nay, tha’ll never go alone. Not . . .’ She had been about to say ‘not at a time like this’ but Miss Lally’s expressionless face stopped her and she wished desperately that Mrs Stevens would come downstairs, for she was the only one who seemed able to manage poor Miss Lally.

‘I won’t be long, Jenny,’ Lally said tonelessly, opening the back door and slipping through with Fred and Ally close to her skirt. For a moment she remembered the day Chris had brought the two setter pups home just after they were married, laughing at her delight as he tipped them into her lap. She and Chris were always laughing.

‘What are you going to call them?’ she had asked.

‘Fred and Ally,’ he had told her solemnly.

‘Fred and Ally!’ She had inspected them. ‘But they’re both bitches.’

‘I know. Roly and I had a German teacher called Frederick and a French teacher called Alphonse and these two reminded me of them, don’t ask me why. We were rather fond of Frederick and Alphonse, Roly and I. They were so easily diverted from the lesson and one day we saw them out together strolling across the top of Skircoat Moor thinking themselves unobserved. They were holding hands!’

‘Two men?’

‘Yes, there are such . . . such things, my darling. Love is not always restricted to that between males and females . . .’ and he had proceeded to tell her of this condition. Chris had educated her on many subjects! Chris . . . oh Chris . . . what am I to do without you?

Carly was as startled as the maidservants. He had been tenderly grooming Master Chris’s gelding, Ebony, who was restless under his hand because he had had no proper exercise since his master’s death.

‘Nay, Miss Lally wheer’s tha’ off to?’ His weather-beaten face looked as disapproving as the maids’ as he did his best to hold in the beautiful animal.

‘I’m . . . not sure, Carly, but if you would saddle Merry for me I’d be obliged. I might . . .’

‘Wha’?’ Carly asked suspiciously, for he knew Mrs Stevens would box his ears if he allowed Miss Lally to go off on her own.

‘Just a ride, Carly. To get out of the house. Perhaps to the edge of Moor Wood.’

Moor Wood. That wasn’t far. In fact if he stood by the paddock gate he could keep her in sight. For a moment he hesitated; after all the poor little woman had just suffered the worst thing that could happen to a woman and at the young age of twenty, so could you blame her for feeling as she did? She’d been stuck in that bloody big house all this time with all them women and if she felt the need to have a bit of a gallop across the park who was he to stop her? She had them dogs with her, big dogs, gentle, affectionate and kind, but let anyone make a move they didn’t like against their master, and now their mistress – as he supposed they belonged to her now – they could be fierce as tigers.

He saddled the chestnut mare who greeted Lally with joy, whinnying a welcome, and when he opened the paddock gate Miss Lally had her out in the park and across the rough grass like a bullet out of a gun, the dogs a streak of black and white behind her. But she did not head for the trees as she had promised but raced across the parkland, leaping a dry-stone wall and vanishing from his sight. She was making for the moorland beyond Appleton Farm, the moorland that rose in a shrouded mist at the back of The Priory. He groaned, for Mrs Stevens would have his hide when she discovered that the young mistress had persuaded him to saddle her mare and not only that but to open the paddock gate and usher her through. Shaking his head, he returned to the fretful gelding who tried to bite him.

‘Bugger!’ he swore.

She was sitting on an old gate when he saw her, the mare tethered beside her, the dogs lying with their noses on their paws. It was mid-afternoon but already drawing towards twilight. She was gazing out across the winter moorland, over which lay a filmy veil of soft, dull mist, but it did not quite hide the panoramic view, for the sun was not yet fully set. There was a lilac hue about the tops and a robin was singing without a care in the world, the sound mixed with the plaintive bleating of sheep on the lower folds of the hills. Her eyes were shadowed and she did not seem to hear his approach until the dogs sprang to their feet and bristled, their paws splayed, their muzzles lifted, for he had Max and Dandy with him. Piper whickered a welcome to her mare and Lally turned indifferently, giving him the attention she might have bestowed on a sheep that had wandered up from the lower slopes. For all she cared it could have been tinkers, gypsies or vagabonds, the travellers who roamed the country looking for work and who would do her serious harm for the farthing in her pocket.

It was a Sunday and he had called at the Priory to pay his respects, or so he told himself, to the widow, only to find it in turmoil with the woman, Mrs Stevens, raging at the stable lad who stood sullenly at the back door, his attitude saying that whatever she berated him for was not his fault. He ran to take Harry’s horse in great relief, touching his forelock, glad to be away from the woman’s icy anger.

‘Mrs Stevens, is something wrong?’ Harry asked her as he dismounted.

‘Indeed there is, Mr Sinclair. Lally . . . Mrs Fraser has gone off on her mare and this . . . this fool allowed it. God only knows . . .’

‘Mrs Stevens, you can hardly blame the groom, for Mrs Fraser is a grown woman and mistress of this house. It is not up to him—’

‘Thank you, Mr Sinclair, but Mrs Fraser, as you must understand, is not herself.’

‘Of course, I apologise.’

The housekeeper was beside herself and her grey eyes flashed at him in annoyance, for who was he to interfere. At once he beckoned to the groom to fetch back his animal and the man did so gratefully, scurrying away into the enormous stable.

‘I’ll find her, Mrs Stevens, and bring her back safely if the groom will tell me in which direction she went.’

With the information he needed he had galloped off where the stable lad had indicated.

‘Lally.’ He spoke now to her unheeding back, his voice gentle, for this woman was grieving badly. ‘Your Mrs Stevens is in a fearful state, giving what for to your stable lad for saddling your horse and allowing you out of the yard.’

‘Is she? Well, I’m sorry about that but I knew if I told her where I was going she would have stopped me. You see I had to get away, Mr Sinclair. The place is empty without . . .’ Her voice trailed off and there was silence as though she had forgotten what it was she was talking about.

Harry tied up his own animal and very carefully climbed up on the old gate and sat beside her. The four dogs settled uneasily on the tufted grass. There were some cows in a field further down the slope who stared at the two humans, watching them with a keen interest until one of the dogs stood up, slipped under the gate and advanced in their direction and the cows retreated.

‘I hoped for a cup of tea,’ Harry said casually.

‘What?’ She turned to look at him as though he had spoken in Swahili.

‘I called at the Priory for afternoon tea. Is that not the custom? Fifteen minutes and no more and on no account leave your hat or stick in the hall. My mother was, apparently, a stickler for the conventions.’ He grinned endearingly and her mouth twitched at his attempt at humour.

‘My mother was just the opposite. We never knew who would call or when. That’s why I’m as I am.’

‘And how is that?’

She shrugged. ‘I don’t give a damn for the rules of society and neither did . . . did Chris. That’s why we . . .’

‘Roly’s the same,’ he said quickly.

She did smile this time as the memories of Roly, Chris and herself washed over her for an enchanted moment, then the smile slipped away and with a polite nod in his direction she climbed down from the gate. At once he was beside her, reaching for the reins of her animal, handing them to her, ready to continue his gentle approach but suddenly he knew that would not do. She must be made, even this early in her widowhood, to set her feet on the path towards the future for herself and her children.

‘I thought I might also help you with the farms. You have no agent, I believe, and there must be . . . be many things that need attending to.’

She turned to stare in astonishment. ‘Things, what things?’

‘Perhaps I could ride with you to call at each farm and see what needs doing. I admit I know nothing of farming but the tenants should know there is still someone in authority keeping an eye on things.’ Though God knows, he wanted to add, Chris Fraser was the most lackadaisical landlord in the county and the tenants had probably paid not a farthing in rent for months, or even years. The old man, Chris’s father, had been the same and if the tenants were not supervised as he supervised his own labourers, they would drift along, week after week, with no planting done, beasts left to themselves except for their most basic needs, and if Chris Fraser had paid no heed to the state of the farm buildings they would probably be falling down around their ears.

She looked confused and yet, as on the day of the funeral when he spoke to her in the conservatory, a small gleam shone in her eyes. It was like a tiny light that lifted the darkness, not enough to illuminate a tunnel but which nevertheless showed perhaps a way to go on.

‘Your boys must have something to inherit, Lally. I know they are young yet, babies really, but someone has to look after their inheritance until they are able to do so themselves and there is no one but you.’

She winced and he knew he had been brutal but with that woman at the Priory so protective of her and all the servants treading softly about her in order not to upset the new widow someone must drag her away from her sorrow, fresh as it was, and set her on a road that would not only give her a purpose in life but be of value to her children and to her.

‘Mr Sinclair, you seem to forget I have just lost . . . lost the only man I have ever loved . . .’

His own heart flinched then and he turned away from her so that she would not see the expression on his face. What the devil was the matter with him? Why should he feel the gnawing in his chest which her words had caused him, for this woman, whom he had hardly seen since her marriage to Chris Fraser, was nothing to him. And why was he offering to help her run her farms, he who knew nothing of farming and, besides, had his own three mills to run? He must be off his head. What was he doing here skulking about on the moor when he had work he could be doing at High Clough where several new power looms had just been installed and a carding engine, the largest machine in the industry, was giving his overseer some problems. Taking afternoon tea! Bloody hell, if his competitors in the industry could see him now they would think he had lost his mind. But something about this girl, this woman, drew him to her, to her sadness, which he wanted to alleviate, but she had just lost, as she said so forlornly, the only man she had ever loved and how could he expect her to snap out of it in a matter of days. No more than a fortnight, less, since wild Chris Fraser had broken his foolish neck and his young widow could not be expected to . . . to . . . what . . . ? He didn’t know.

‘I am well aware of what you have lost, Lally, and it must seem heartless to speak of such a thing so soon after . . . after your . . . your bereavement but will it not give you an . . . a motivation, something to occupy yourself with until it becomes easier? Who knows, you may find you have a flair for it. And the tenants, who, I was told, were all present on the day of the funeral, will surely be pleased to have someone take an interest in their problems, should they have any.’

‘How can I help with farming problems, Mr Sinclair? I do not come from farming stock.’

‘I realise that but . . . well, it was just a suggestion. But I meant what I said. I will gladly accompany you on a round of calls. Now then, Lally, let me help you mount and I’ll take you home.’ He linked his hands for her to step into.

‘There is no need, Mr Sinclair. I know my way.’

‘I’m aware of that, Lally, but that woman of yours will wring my neck if I don’t see you safely to your back door where, no doubt, she is waiting and giving your poor stable lad the rounds of the kitchen.’

‘Mr Sinclair . . .’

‘Harry, for God’s sake. You make me feel like some old fellow who knew your grandfather.’

She smiled then, a lovely smile which smote him to his heart and Harry Sinclair, as he helped her up into the saddle, knew that at the age of twenty-seven he had at last fallen in love!

It was almost dark when she entered the kitchen, the paleness of her face flushed slightly at the cheeks for, with Harry, as he insisted she call him, at her heels, she had ridden hell for leather back across the moor and along the rutted lane that led to the gates of the Priory.

‘You can leave me here, Mr . . . er, Harry. I shall—’

‘Nonsense. I shall drop you in your stable yard,’ and she had no choice but to ride on and into the stable yard where Carly was waiting to take Merry. She had no idea how enchanted Harry was that she had condescended to call him by his Christian name!

‘And where the dickens have you been, lady?’ Biddy greeted her, from the huge kitchen table where her efforts with the ingredients for the soup took up no more than a fraction of the surface. As Clara had remarked to Jenny when she first came to work at the Priory, you could have held a dance on its top!

‘Biddy, for God’s sake, let me be. Mr Sinclair found me and brought me back. Isn’t that enough?’ Lally sat down at the kitchen table and lifted her foot for one of the maids to pull off the boot.

‘Well, have a cup of tea then. There’s one in the pot. See, Clara, pull off Miss Lally’s boots and then pour her a cup of tea.’

‘I don’t want a cup of—’

‘Get it down you. You look fair crammocky and then get upstairs and see the children. Master Jamie’s been playing poor Dora up and that babe’ll starve if we don’t get something inside him. He doesn’t like that baby milk the doctor recommended.’

‘Biddy . . . BIDDY, don’t . . . don’t. I can’t stand it. I just can’t stand it without him. How can I manage on my own?’

Clara began to cry, her sympathy overwhelming her, for the poor little missis was so upset. She knelt at her feet doing her best to pull off the riding boot but Biddy sprang to attention, her demeanour telling them she was having none of that. She was the only one who could keep this household together, as they were all inclined to cry at the slightest thing, even the little lad who helped Barty in the garden and who was called, strangely, Froglet.

‘Now then, my girl,’ meaning Clara, ‘don’t you start. Let us try and get some order in this house and the first thing is to get these children settled. If Master Alec doesn’t take to that milk we’ll have us another . . .’ She had been about to say ‘another death on our hands’, not meaning it, of course, for the infant would take the milk when he was hungry enough. He had the stubborn determination of his mother, and his father, she supposed, though she knew Miss Lally better, and once he had shown his vast disapproval of the teat and the strange milk instead of the friendly nipple he had got used to in the three weeks since he had been born, he would soon get it down him. Already, after a petulant whinge or two, he was beginning to show an interest in it.

‘Now drink your tea and then get up to the nursery,’ which Lally did and when she entered the warm and cheerful room that she and Chris had made for this first child, their firstborn, a mischievous imp they had named James, Jamie for short, she was met at the door by a tottering, handsome boy who flung himself round her knees. Dora sat by the fire, relaxed for the first time with the baby in her arms, ready to doze off as the child sucked sullenly on the teat.

‘Mama . . . Mama . . . Mama,’ the boy shouted, making the baby jump. It was the only word he could say that was understandable and when she swept him up in her arms he shouted again, this time with laughter. He had his father’s cheerful temperament and his joy at seeing his mother, who played with him and sang to him and nursed his drowsy body before the nursery fire, made Lally laugh too, for he and Alec were all she had of Chris. Mr Sinclair, or Harry, as he had ordered her to call him, was right. She had nothing but these two, nothing except them and the estate that was their birthright. She and Chris had taken no heed of the farms – how many were there? – nor of whether the rents had been paid or where their next penny was to come from, but somehow she must make some sort of living, for these boys were her responsibility. Hers to feed and clothe and see that they had a roof over their heads. That they were warm in the winter when the blizzards swept down from Siberia, that their summers were filled with sunshine and play, that they were brought up as Frasers, gentlemen of the county and, though her heart broke for the loss of Chris who had given her three glorious years of love and laughter, she must get on with it. Biddy would help her. Before the menace of winter on the bleak Pennines really set in she must make the rounds of the farms – Carly would know their names and where they were situated – to let them all see that though Chris had gone it was all to be supervised as was right. It did not occur to her that not once in the three years of their marriage had she ever known Chris to call on his tenants!

Tomorrow she would send word to Mr Sinclair – Harry – that she wished him to call on her and discuss the affairs of the estate and when she had the names she would ride round and if it had not been paid, collect the rent and see . . . well . . . what needed seeing to. She had no idea what she meant by that but somehow as she sat on the floor with her son in her lap, studying a book about the beasts of the jungle, listening to his incomprehensible chatter, she felt an almost imperceptible lift to her spirits. It had been the awful sensation of not only losing Chris but of not knowing what she was to do tomorrow, the next day, next week that had borne her down. Now she had something to occupy herself. A task to fill her days and at the same time perhaps keep the estate in heart for the day when Jamie and Alec could do it for themselves. In her blindness she had no conception of what that meant.

The baby slept in Dora’s arms, replete at last and when Dora lifted him expertly, for she was the sister to many young children, and put him in his crib he did not stir. She looked at her young mistress who held the little demon, as Dora called him, her young heart filled with sadness for her plight. She and her two sisters, Jenny and Clara, were lucky to be employed in this big house, for there was no employment for women except in the mills and her mam had kept her at home rather than let her go into one of those. Now she was, at the age of fourteen, in complete charge – apart from Mrs Stevens – of the nursery. She’d soon have the little demon tamed because she was well used to youngsters who tried it on.

Dora sighed contentedly and began to tidy what was her domain.
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