Chapter 3

Spring 1820

Emily had been awake since dawn listening to the birds sing.  She was thinking about her older brother Jed.  He was usually away at school but yesterday he had come home for a holiday and she knew that he would be going riding later today.  She seldom saw Jed but when she did, he was often doing something that she badly wanted to do herself – especially riding.  

Father was constantly telling her that she was too little to ride, that Jed was a boy, that Jed was eleven and Emily only four.  But she loved Rogue, the horse that pulled her father’s trap, and Jester, the pony that Mother and Jed shared.  

Last time Jed had been home from school Emily had been too little to be allowed to leave the house.  But now, Pollard joked that she was always underfoot at the stables and getting in his way when he was feeding or cleaning the animals.

In truth, Pollard seemed to like her company.  He would whistle at her, as well as at the horses and she would follow him around, trying to help.  Sometimes he would pick her up and hold her for a minute on Jester’s back.  She would squeal with delight and hold on tight to the pony’s wiry mane until Pollard swung her down again and called her his ‘little maid’. 

Emily had a strong desire to understand everything she heard and saw.  She would point her finger and say, “Whassat?” looking for enlightenment from one of the loving adults that surrounded her.  She would look seriously into their faces and listen carefully as they explained what she wanted to know - until their knowledge, or their inventiveness, gave out.  

Emily swung her legs over the side of her truckle bed and began to dress.  She was getting better at this but still found buttons difficult and her woollen stockings were almost impossible to manage.  She was hungry and she knew that if she could get mostly dressed and downstairs to the kitchen, Mrs Pollard would put her clothing to rights and give her a drink of milk and maybe a biscuit before breakfast. 

Mrs Pollard laughed when she saw Emily, the child had one stocking on back to front and one inside out, she was carrying her dimity bonnet by its ribbons and her slippers were clutched against her chest.  Her blond hair was escaping from its night-plait and she was blowing upwards to stop tendrils of hair from tickling her nose.  

As Mrs Pollard hunkered down and held out her arms, Emily bundled into them, “Nearly dressed,” she said, dropping her burden neatly into Mrs Pollard’s lap.

Mrs Pollard began to re-dress the child, all the time keeping up a stream of talking, like a broody duck to her duckling.  The stream consisted of instruction and praise and Emily cuddled into the warmth of Mrs Pollard’s knee and stood patiently, allowing herself to be turned this way and that.  

When she was properly dressed and the tangles had been smoothed from her hair, Emily sat on a pile of cushions at the kitchen table with her milk and a plate of biscuits.  She watched hopefully as she munched: Mrs Pollard was kneading bread across the table from her and she was sometimes granted the huge favour of a lump of sourdough to shape into a small loaf of her own.  

The banging on the back-kitchen door made them both jump.  Mrs Pollard opened the door and a breathless servant pushed his way into the kitchen.  

“Doctor Blackwell’s wanted up at the Hall,” he said, hastily removing his hat.  

Mrs Pollard wiped her floury hands on her apron, “Is it your mistress?”

“Yes.  Don’t ee stand there chattering like a daw - hurry along.  Sir Roger won’t thank ‘ee for holding ‘un up.” 

After Mrs Pollard had gone to fetch her father Emily looked at the man.  She thought him very whiskery and he smelled like the horses in the stables, a friendly smell.  He stood beside the table and twisted his hat round and round in his rough hands.  

Emily remembered her manners and looked thoughtfully at her plate; three biscuits left, surely he would only take one, and that would still leave her with two.  

“Biscuit?” She asked him, pushing the plate infinitesimally across the table towards him. 

“No,” he said, gruffly.  

She blinked at him in surprise and he looked at her more closely.  The mass of her curly hair made her face look small and delicate and her expression was open as she regarded him thoughtfully.  She sat regally on a heap of cushions with her legs stuck straight out and her slippered feet showing beneath her over-skirt.  Her dark blue eyes, gazing straight into his own, looked at him fearlessly and with determination.

“They’re good,” she said.  

While Rogue was being saddled by Pollard, Emily’s father came into the kitchen to snatch a piece of bread and butter.  He found the under coachman from Brierley Hall telling Emily stories about the horses there.  

“Well minx, are you looking after John then?”  Dr Blackwell folded his slice of bread and butter into quarters and took a huge bite.

She looked at the crumbs of her biscuits on the plate in front of the whiskery man a touch regretfully, but she smiled at her father and put her face up for a kiss.  Dr Blackwell bent over and obliged then went to the back-kitchen door as Pollard called out that all was ready.  Unable to speak around the mouthful of bread, he took up his bag, stroked the top of his daughter’s head and left.  Half jokingly, John touched his forelock to Emily and followed her father.

Emily was eating porridge and Mrs Pollard was making a new batch of biscuits, when Jed came into the kitchen.  Emily began to clear her plate with speed.  She kept her face down and tried not to catch Jed’s eye.  He usually disappeared about his own affairs on the rare occasions that he was at home and she knew he would not want her following him around.  But that was exactly what she was planning to do.  She did not want him to notice her until she was ready.  

Jed tersely requested bread and cheese from Mrs Pollard and she began to slice a chunk from yesterday’s loaf.  Emily knew that he rarely sat down and took his breakfast in the kitchen and would likely take his food outside.  

While it was prepared, Jed served himself milk from the jug in front of Emily, but wrapped in his own thoughts, he ignored her.  As usual he seemed unaware that she was there.

Breakfast in hand Jed left the kitchen.  Emily climbed down from her cushions.  Mrs Pollard was turning the dough to check it was rising evenly; she was so absorbed that she did not see Emily slip through the back-kitchen door as it closed behind Jed.  

Emily found it difficult to keep up with him but she knew where he was going and that made it easier.  She did not want him to see her until he had saddled his pony.  She had a picture in her mind of being held in front of Jed as he rode them around the paddock on Jester.  Mother would not be angry because Jed would be holding her safely, with his arm around her waist, but she, Emily, would be riding at last.  

It was fun to follow Jed and see what he did.  His elusiveness seemed like a game to her.  Hot and breathless, she came to a standstill behind the wall at the corner of Jester’s stall, she could smell the horses now; one more step and she would be visible from the stable-yard.  Emily waited, she watched a spider walk across the wall and disappear.  She sighed with impatience.  She wanted Jed to hurry; she heard him moving about inside the stall, talking quietly to Jester and clinking the harness as he prepared to saddle him.  What was taking him so long?  

She peered around the corner of the wall and Jed’s arm shot out and pulled her into the stable-yard.  Setting her on her feet, he stepped back and regarded her without favour.    He was tall for his age and slender but strong.  He had no time for Emily.

“Return to the house,” he said.  

Emily stood, with the forefinger of one hand in her mouth, observing him and twisting the fingers of her other hand into her overskirt.  She was expecting him to be indulgent and kindly and she thought of her picture of them riding together.  She looked into the stall, where Jester stood passively looking back at her through his long eyelashes

“Well?”  Jed looked down into Emily’s face and his eyes narrowed.  She giggled.  

 His expression did not change.  “Do you not listen?” he asked her quietly.  “I told you to return to the house.  Doubtless Mrs Pollard is already searching for you.”

Emily was confused; usually her giggle was answered by a smile.  She looked up at him uncertainly.  Perhaps he was teasing her.

Removing her finger from her mouth she took a step towards him.

“I’m here to see Jed ‘n’ Jester,” she said importantly.  Impatiently, he turned away and she walked another few steps after him. 

“See Jed,” she said insistently, “see Jester.”

Swiftly, he turned back to her; she made no effort to dodge and in one continuous movement he swept her up, carrying her under his arm like a log.  Struggling to breath she began to feel dizzy.  A few steps and he scooped up a dog collar and lead from the hooks on the open stable door.  She could see his leather booted feet moving swiftly across the cobbles, could smell the warm woollen smell of his waistcoat, could hear dogs whining, growling and barking.

“Do not move,” Jed said, as he unlatched the pen that housed their father’s spaniels.  Dumping her down on the floor of the kennel, he fastened the collar around her neck.  Disoriented and panting for breath, she did not struggle as he attached the lead to the collar and fixed it to the wall, out of reach, above her head.  

The four dogs were barking frantically, their necks jerking fruitlessly as they tugged at the ends of their tethers, two feet from Emily’s face.   Their teeth showed plainly in their wide-open mouths and strings of saliva spattered around her.  

Imprisoned, Emily cowered on all fours in the straw and dog manure and watched without a sound as Jed latched the door of the pen and left her in the near dark with the dogs. 

When Pollard found her, she had been missing for three hours and was a dirt smeared and inconsolable child who had learned that not everyone was to be trusted.

Pollard carried Emily back to the house and Mrs Pollard prepared her a bath in front of the hearth in the kitchen.  The tin of the bath was slightly rough where Emily sat on it and every so often her chest caught with an after-sob.  Steam rose into the air and Mrs Pollard spoke to her gently as she washed her clean and then treated her scratches.

Mama sat on the settle in the kitchen as Emily was bathed.  Emily was unused to seeing her there and watched her through the steam.  Mama tapped her foot impatiently as she drank the tea that Mrs Pollard had prepared for her.  Gradually, the warmth of the water and Mrs Pollard’s soothing words began to calm Emily.     

When Jed came in Emily was being dried in a large cloth and she trembled at Mama’s anger when she heard the sharp rebukes that were aimed at Jed.  But Emily saw their meeting through the eyes of a child and did not understand what happened between them.  Mama’s tirade faltered and then faded away under Jed’s level look.  

His eyes were expressionless but he smiled at his mother and spoke a few words, low into her ear.  Mama shivered and turned away.  

It was not until Emily was much older, and understood the meaning of the word ‘blackmail’, that Mama explained how she had been forced to strike a bargain with Jed. 

Mama’s part of the bargain was to keep Emily out of his way, Jed’s part was to agree to leave Emily alone.  Her father was never told what had happened that day.

